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THAT CONCRETE OCTOPUS 


Silence. Darkness. I couldn’t see nor hear. 

Then slowly it all came back. The darkness retreated to its cave and 
the silence became fdled with ambient noise. 1 was on my back, looking up at 
the distant ceiling. It was obscured by the lights and fog, grey in color, and 
stretching out infinitely in every direction. I could hear water running faintly 
but I couldn’t turn my head to see it. My body felt stiff as a board and I 
couldn’t move it. 

Slowly the stiffness receded and I could move my head. I looked 
forward, trying to find the source of the stream. However, my view was 
blocked by a grey and black object. 

The object was actually a man in a suit. His grey tactical boots led up 
to his pants and 

black knee pads. Further up was his grey bulletproof vest, camouflaged in a 
monochromatic pattern. Then there were his arms and his shoulder pads. He 
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was holding a rifle in his two hands: standard-issue for all of us. Then finally 
up to his grey helmet. Its large visor obscured his eyes and the entire helmet 
made him look like an alien that had come to abduct me. However, he was not 
an alien. At the top of his helmet, I could make out a small insignia. It was a 
grey, half-filled vial of liquid right above the center of his visor. 1 knew 
exactly who he was. 

“What do we have here, Porcupine?” 

I chuckled. It was Jekyll alright. 1 put my hands against the dirt and 
slowly pushed myself into a seated position. Jekyll reached out a hand which I 
gladly took, getting up onto my feet at last. 

“I don't know. Just got surprised, I guess.” I looked around for my 
SMG and saw it lying in the dirt. My arms jerked after I received the taser shot 
and I must have thrown the SMG onto the ground. 

Jekyll laughed. 

“You sure did.” 

Without answering I bent over to pick up my dirty weapon. I flicked 
some of the dirt off and inspected it. I lifted it up to my shoulder and aimed 
down the sight towards a nearby tree. I loved the sight of the SMG. It was the 
one thing that never let me down. 

To my left was a dense forest of pine trees, with bushes and 
undulating muddy hills. To my right, a sizable grey compound loomed out of 
the thick woodland. It’s intimidating form rose up out of the trees above us. 
Also to my left was a dead Combat Training Robot. The CTR’s lanky robotic 
form stretched up in down in a lifeless pose. In its death grip it was clutching 
the metal handle of an automatic rifle. Its other hand was sprawled out in the 
other direction. 

“You done here?” asked Jekyll. I looked back to see him holding 
his assault rifle over his shoulder. I unloaded the magazine from my SMG and 
checked it before placing it in a vest pocket. I then hit the safety catch of the 
weapon and turned to face him. 
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“Sure.” 

I looked up. The booming lights illuminating the training zone blinked 
red for a moment and then back to white. An equally booming voice then 
sounded off. 

“Mission scenario aborted. Please exit the training facility.” 

Sara boomed. 

Sara was kind, but Sara was also stem. And Sara never took sides; 
follow the protocol or don’t even think of coming. Sara’s voice was cold and 
robotic, and she always had information to give. Sara was what she needed to 
be, no more and no less. Jekyll walked past me, patting me on the shoulder. 1 
followed him as we descended a small dirt undulation towards one of the 
many side exits of the massive facility. Jekyll raised his hand to the door 
sensor and it immediately slid open with a satisfying ding. I followed him 
inside to decontamination. 

The door shut behind us and we were enveloped in a room of grey 
walls, ceiling, and floor. Sprinklers littered the tiled ceiling in a grid-like 
fashion. Jekyll tapped a button panel and a low rumble became audible at first. 
Then liquid shot out of the sprinklers in a sudden downpour. Water droplets 
coated my visor, obscuring my vision. The sound of the sprinklers shooting 
the liquid became a soothing white noise as I relaxed and waited for the 
decontamination procedure to wipe the mud and other particles off of my gear. 
The dirt and soot slid off my gear like butter and collected onto the floor 
before draining into small concentric slits in the ground. 

I then heard a steady noise to my right. I slowly opened my eyes and 
tried my best to wipe the water droplets from my visor. The noise was coming 
from Jekyll. He was standing there, his head tilted slightly back in a relaxed 
posture. He was looking up at one of the sprinklers spraying liquid at him. 
Suddenly the noise emanating from Jekyll changed pitch and 1 realized he was 
humming. 



5 


He was humming a simple and pleasant melody. The melody was 
faint through his helmet and 1 had no idea of the origin. I watched him as he 
stood there calmly humming his way through the decontamination procedure. 

I slowly closed my eyes and tilted my head up as well. Jekyll's simple and 
swirling melody filled my head as I stood there. It filled my head until the 
decontamination procedure finished. The sprinklers cut out and the water 
drained through the cylindrical slits in the floor. I heard a low moaning as the 
large fans behind the grates in the walls started airing out the decontamination 
room. The humid air receded and finally, the doors opened back to the normal 
facility. 

I stepped out into a long corridor. That’s all there were: long corridors 
followed by long corridors. It was like one huge concrete octopus slowly 
stretching its tentacles further and further out under the salt of Groom Lake, 
Nevada. The Vault, as it was formally known, contained many levels, some of 
which I had never seen before. It stretched wide and deep in seemingly infinite 
lengths. The concrete octopus was never asleep, its halls always busy, and it 
had many secrets. But as a marine, those weren’t any of my concern. We only 
had access to Level III and below clearance areas. 

Jekyll and I split off on our separate ways. It should’ve been evening 
up on the surface. However, time doesn’t flow normally in the concrete 
octopus. It stretches and squishes in various combinations throughout the day. 
Sometimes hours felt like seconds and vice versa. The clocks only served as a 
way to give us some semblance of what time it was on the surface. 

I had decided to rest for a while since I was fatigued from the training 
exercise we had undergone. I kept walking down corridor after corridor, 
eventually arriving at my barracks building. It was a cold and mean place: 
minimalistic and monochromatic. Everything felt muted in the concrete 
octopus and the barracks represented that feeling as well. The bunks were 
cramped but it didn’t matter much to me. I sat down on my bunk before 
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placing my head against the soft pillow. It was only a matter of seconds before 
1 drifted off soundlessly. 

Colors. Sounds. Feelings. All of them muted. My dream was vague. I 
couldn’t distinguish between the different colors other than in a general 
difference of tone. Muffled noises appeared and disappeared throughout my 
slumber. My emotions crossed and uncrossed and I could not differentiate 
them other than a generally negative or positive feeling. 

Dreams were different in The Vault. It felt like everything was 
subdued and pushed out, ideas flickered on the edge of conception but could 
never cross the threshold. A feeling or a picture would take hold then 
immediately escape into oblivion. It was all futile. When we did wake, any 
remembrance of those emotions or ideas was left behind. Sleep in The Vault 
became so unremarkable that it merged the days into an endless stream of 
cycles. Get up. Eat. Train. Learn. Eat. Train. Learn. Eat. Free Time. Sleep. 
That was the cycle for me, and it continued like that until something real 
interrupted it, or I was sent up to the surface for a few days. 

Something interrupted my sleep. The flashing and fading menagerie 
of colors suddenly stopped and I opened my eyes a crack. The darkness 
blinded me. Then a sliver of light crept through the bunker doorway and I saw 
a silhouette. It looked like a ghost. But it wasn’t any kind of specter or spirit. 

It was a man. 

It stood tall, well over six feet. It had on dark grey gear exactly like 
my own, save for a differently colored trim, indicating its superiority. I opened 
my eyes more to get a better look and I finally realized who the thing that was 
standing in the barracks doorway was: Baron. 

Maybe it was a ghost after all. Baron was the closest thing to a spirit I 
had ever known. I was directly under his command yet I rarely ever saw him. 
He could move silently and had ears that could hear everything. It always felt 
like Baron was only around to give orders, then he would disappear off into 
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his otherworldly realm or cave of spirits. He was a towering beast of a man 
and his face never seemed to change expression unless it was to get more stem 
or less. I had never seen Baron anywhere near my barracks building until now. 

Baron was standing in the doorway. He was facing away from me and 
it took me a while to realize that Baron was actually talking to someone. The 
other person’s face was obscured but I could tell he wasn’t wearing the same 
gear as Baron. They were muttering about something but I was unable to hear 
it. It struck me as odd that Baron would be not only near my barracks but 
having a conversation with another man I had never seen before. Baron turned 
around to face toward me. 1 closed my eyes just enough so that I could still see 
him without raising suspicion. 

The other man stepped forward and 1 confirmed my suspicions that I 
had never seen him before. His face looked cold and rat-like. They both 
looked at my half-asleep figure for a second before Baron turned back toward 
him. I was able to make out one phrase: 

“I need him for this." 

The other man deliberated for a second, weighing the negatives and 
positives of some idea I had no knowledge of. He nodded his head. The 
rat-man turned his body and patted Baron on the shoulder before walking out 
into the white lit hallway and into oblivion. Baron stood there for a second, his 
eyes fixated on me. 

I knew in that instant that he knew everything about me from that one 
gaze of my pretend asleep posture. It surely was my imagination but his eyes 
seem to dart everywhere across my body, filling in small gaps of information 
and creating a fuller picture of my inner being. It felt like someone had run an 
X-ray over my entire body. Nothing was hidden. 

Then at last his gaze departed and he looked down. I realized I had 
been holding my breath while he had been looking at me. I slowly let it out as 
not to alert Baron. 

Had he known I was watching in on their conversation? 
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Likely not, but Baron wasn’t just any person. Baron was 
otherworldly; extraterrestrial. 

My breathing returned to the normal ins and outs of a sleeping person. 
It was then I felt myself starting to slip back into slumber. My eyelids felt 
heavy, maybe it was Baron who was standing on them. My body went into the 
numb, relaxed state of near-sleep and I slowly drifted off. As I fell into 
oblivion, I thought 1 heard Baron call out my name. 

“Porcupine” 

Everything faded out and it all became dark. I returned to the realm of 
muted colors and ideas. Everything was floating around senselessly and 
unconnected. 
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DEVELOPMENTS 


It was chattering away again. Staccato knocks echoed outwards and 
then were muted by the concrete walls. It was chattering left and right, pausing 
briefly then chattering away again. I had sweat on my brow and I wiped it out 
of my eyes. The chattering continued for a few seconds until it stopped with a 
few brief clicks. It was crunch time. Remove. Set down. Pull out. Bring up. 
Slide in. The chattering then continued for a short while again. Pings rang out 
as metal was struck time and time again. However again the chattering and the 
pings came to a stop and a blanket of silence hung over me. 

I unloaded the magazine and set my SMG down on the stand in front 
of me. I wiped sweat from my eyes again. I looked ahead at the metal targets 
which had now stopped moving in front of me. There were marks where I had 
hit, and then marks behind them where I had missed. Fortunately, the marks 
on the targets heavily outweighed the marks on the wall behind them. I leaned 
up against the wall next to the stand. I rested for a second then pulled my 
pistol out of its holster. I loaded a magazine into it and flicked the safety catch 
and held it up facing the targets. I smacked the small button to my right with 
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one hand and the targets ground against the mechanical belts and levers for a 
second and then started moving. 

The chattering returned, this time in longer intervals. I fired off a few 
shots. I had to be more careful since I only had 15 bullets in the pistol. A 
target that looked like a gunman holding a woman hostage started moving 
back and forth in front of me. The gunman was totally unprepared for my 
bullets. I let out two, both hitting their mark. His short life came to a quick 
end. The gunman and the woman both popped back down and then a scruffy 
looking man with a gun popped up. His face was frozen in an angry shout. I 
decided to end his suffering and put two bullets in him. He shot down and 
another one popped up. 

Eventually, I ran out of bullets and it was crunch time again. Pull out. 
Set down. Pick up. 

Slide in. The chattering continues. Once again I eventually was 
finished and I set my pistol down on the table lightly. 1 breathed out and 
caught something in the comer of my eye. A long shadow loomed over the 
range like some ghoul ready to snatch me up. The shadow seemed to be 
standing completely still. I waited for a second before slowly turning around 
to see the source of the shadow. 

It was Baron again. He was standing in front of the closed door of the 
range. He was in full gear but his helmet was removed so 1 could see his 
countenance. Baron’s face was lifeless. He was clean-shaven and had a strong 
jaw. His dark brown eyes were unbelievably piercing. He almost resembled a 
fatherly reverend. 

Finally, he spoke, “Come here, Porcupine”. His voice was extremely 
odd. It was deep yet soft and felt paternal as he beckoned to me with his hand. 
1 walked over quickly, leaving my pistol and SMG on the stand behind me. I 
stopped in front of him and gave a quick salute. He remained motionless and 
then spoke again. 
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“Get your gear on. I’ll meet you outside your barracks. Follow me and 
we'll discuss later.” 

I looked at him in disbelief. I tried to figure out a reason for the break 
in the monotony. 

“May I ask what this is for, sir?” 1 questioned. 

“I can’t tell you any more for now." 

He then promptly put on his helmet, tapped his hand against the door 
sensor. He walked out, the door shut behind him. I stood there for a second 
before turning around and grabbing the guns 1 had been using. 1 placed them 
in a bin quickly and walked back towards the door and tapped my hand 
against the door sensor. The door slid upwards to reveal a concrete corridor. 

Baron was already gone. 
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NEEDED PREPARATIONS 


I slowly slid my helmet onto my head. I was back into my tactical 
gear, ready to meet Baron outside the barracks. 1 held down a button on the 
side of my helmet for a few seconds and heard the satisfying ding as the 
helmet powered on. A blue display faded onto the screen showing various 
vital signs the suit was tracking. Sara greeted me with her monotone voice. 

“All systems online. Welcome back, marine. " I rubbed my hands 
together, feeling the rubbery texture of my gloves. I made sure my helmet was 
fixed on just right and walked out of the barracks. Baron was standing outside 
in the hallway. He had all his gear on including his helmet. His suit looked just 
like mine except for a few strips of white to indicate that he was a fireteam 
leader. I turned towards Baron and saluted him quickly before waiting for his 
call. 

“Follow me,” he said before quickly turning one-hundred and eighty 
degrees and walking down the corridor. 1 followed him closely. 

We strolled down one of the many arms of the concrete octopus. A 
door slid open and we entered another hallway, passing by many different 
types of personnel. Engineers were walking by as well as other marines who 
weren’t in gear. A few saluted Baron quickly as he walked by them. 
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Eventually, we came to the two wide doors of one of the many elevators in 
The Vault. This elevator was one of the inter-block elevators that took us 
between the large blocks that The Vault was separated into. The elevator was 
empty and Baron and I stepped in. Baron tapped his hand against the panel 
next to the door frame and the doors slid shut quickly. 

The elevator moaned and start moving downward. The humming of 
the elevator became background noise as we started the long journey down 
through all the different blocks. We passed engineering decks, medical decks, 
barracks. Eventually, we arrived at the lowest floor in the entire Vault. It was 
the Command and Intelligence deck. Normal marines weren’t allowed to 
access the Command and Intelligence deck unless they were being brought for 
a mission briefing and preparation by their superiors. The elevator eventually 
came to a stop at one of the levels of the Command and Intelligence block. 

The doors of the large elevator slid open to reveal the deck we had stopped on. 
The walls were a much darker shade of grey than the rest of the decks I had 
been on. Baron stepped out into the main corridor and I followed him. All the 
doors to separate rooms were shut and no people were milling around the 
hallways on this deck. Baron opened the door to one of the side passages and 
we walked down the dark corridors before coming to a stop in front of another 
door. He then tapped his hand against the sensor and we entered a large room. 

The room we entered was tall and had banners spanning across the 
walls. There was a dim white light emanating from the ceiling and everything 
was hard to make out. The room was sloping downward slightly and had rows 
of tables with intelligence personnel on computers doing various tasks. As we 
walked past the rows, I looked at some of the people who were fixated on their 
screens. I then quickly shot my gaze back to Baron, not wanting to get caught 
snooping on people. We walked down past the rows of people and towards a 
door to another room. Baron paused for a second before tapping his hand 
against the door sensor. It slowly opened and we walked in. 
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The room was somewhat small and there was a screen on the opposite 
end of the room. It was extremely hard to make out anything because the only 
lights were dimmed overhead lights and the light radiating outward from the 
big screen. 1 could make out a few people in the room. The first person 1 saw 
in the room was Jekyll. He was standing facing the screen at first but turned 
when Baron and 1 had entered the room. There was another marine standing 
next to him who I recognized. He turned toward us and I saw the small book 
insignia on his helmet: Hobbes. 

Hobbes was an interesting character. I hadn’t seen him nearly as much 
as I’d seen Jekyll. 

Hobbes was good at the range and in training scenarios. Almost too 
good. However, I never saw him training on his own time and he always 
seemed to be relaxing or doing his own thing. Hobbes didn’t talk much 
compared to Jekyll, but every word he said felt like he had calculated the 
positives and negatives of the possible responses and had weighed alternate 
phrasings. Hobbes talked like most people wrote which struck me as peculiar. 
Because of this, I tended to avoid conversation with him which wasn’t too 
hard considering we never seemed to be around each other. They both saluted 
Baron when he walked in and Jekyll nodded at me. Standing behind Jekyll and 
Hobbes on the opposite side of the room was Commander August. 

Commander August oversaw all of us including Baron and other 
fireteam leaders. Commander August worked in tandem with the operations 
manager at the Vault, the ever-mysterious Ms. Walker, to coordinate missions 
and other off-base endeavors. He was a stem but fair man, and his tall 
appearance gave him a grand look. August was dressed in his full commander 
uniform and was standing close to the screen. Baron and I saluted him when 
we entered the room. He beckoned for us to step forward and stand next to 
Hobbes and Jekyll. We quickly got into a row with them and my eyes fixated 
on the screen. 
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On the large screen was what looked to be a space station. The space 
station was orbiting Mars. The station had four main blocks that were 
interconnected by spindly tubes and passageways. Other tubes spanned 
outwards of the station making it look like a metal spider. The spider was 
slowly rotating as it orbited the red planet. I had never an off-world mission. 
The only missions I had taken in part in were small peacekeeping operations 
or other generally mundane check-ins and surveillance missions. The last 
operation I had taken part in was well over three months ago and I hadn’t had 
much to do in the time since then. Off-world missions were never small and 1 
realized this could be my biggest mission for years. This could be a watershed 
moment in my marine career. 

Finally Commander August stepped up near the screen and everyone 
fixated their eyes on his figure. He cleared his throat and began to speak. 

“Okay, here’s the deal, everyone,” He said in a serious tone. “Resident 
E station orbiting Mars recently lost communication with all outside sources. 
All supply ships, all information, and all communications have stopped going 
to and from that station. For three weeks the communication has been down 
between us and the station. A few days ago, we sent in a small force of 
personnel to report the situation over there. The people we sent informed us 
that there is an ongoing outbreak of an unknown virus on the station. A short 
while after, the force we sent in went dark and we’ve had no communication 
with them since.” 

My mind darted back and forth. This was going to be a big one 
alright. “You all have two objectives. The first is to find out the status of the 
team we sent in and then report back. Your second objective is to assess the 
condition of the station and the disease outbreak and determine the best 
possible way of dealing with it and report back to us. It is possible that you 
will face hostile engagements. Neutralize and contain them to the best of your 
abilities. That is all for now, Sara will tell you the specifics on the spaceflight 
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over. You will leave for the spaceflight at 1400 hours. Do 1 have any 
questions?” 

Not a single hand shot up. The mission was clear and we knew what 
we had to do. I looked over to Baron who was standing next to me solemnly. 
My mind kept coming back to one thing Commander August had said in the 
briefing. Something I couldn’t ignore: “Neutralize and contain them to the 
best of your abilities." 

Of all the missions I had been on so far. There was never an instance 
where 1 nor anyone else had someone’s life in their hands. I realized 1 would 
have to be able to take other peoples’ lives into my own hands. But that was 
what training was for, to be able to make decisions that could impact people’s 
lives without hesitation. And we were marines after all. 1 was going to have to 
be prepared not only physically for this mission, but mentally as well. 

We were led down many corridors and stairs on the way to the flight. 
The grey hallways merged into one another and I lost track of where in the 
facility we were. It was easy to do that in The Vault. The hallways were 
almost exactly the same except for the markings on the walls which noted 
which hallway it was, and where it was inside the facility. We were walking in 
a single file. Baron was in the front of the group. Behind Baron was Hobbes, 
then Jekyll. 1 brought up the rear of the group as we navigated our way 
towards one of the departure decks. When we got there, first we would grab 
our equipment, then board one of the dropships. If all went to plan we would 
arrive at the station at 1700. 

Baron led us into a small service elevator that went up to the departure 
decks. The elevator had metal grates on the floors, walls, and ceiling and a 
small panel with numerous buttons leading to different decks. Baron tapped 
level ID and the elevator quickly ascended the shaft and we were lifted 
upward. Once again I heard a smooth noise in the elevator. 1 looked around for 
the source of it and my eyes eventually fell upon Jekyll. His voice changed 
pitch and he started humming the same simple melody I had heard in the 
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decontamination room. He lightly tapped his finger against his suit, making a 
slow and steady beat. Eventually, Hobbes turn toward him as well and 
watched him hum his pleasant tune. 

Down by his waist, 1 saw his gloved hand tapping out a rhythm. I 
looked over at Baron to see if he had noticed that Jekyll was humming It was 
then that I noticed that there was not only one voice humming but two. Baron 
seemed to be humming the same melody as Jekyll but in a much more low and 
quiet fashion. 

Baron never struck me as someone who would hum. Baron never 
really struck me as someone who would do anything other than give orders, 
train, eat, and sleep. As we neared level ID, Hobbes and I watched as the two 
hummed through a little song. 

Upon exiting the elevator we walked through a small hallway to a 
door. Once we were through the door we entered the full departure area. The 
departure area was a massive room. Balconies with various doorways along 
them dominated the walls. Two massive strips of overhead lights illuminated 
the entire room. Various engineering personnel moved about the balconies and 
on the bottom floor. However, the massive room was quite unremarkable 
compared to the towering goliath that served as its centerpiece. 

1 looked up at the massive OPD-3A Megalodon Dropship which 
loomed over us. Its bulky body and thinner wings made an interesting contrast 
between sturdiness and agility. The main loading and unloading door of the 
dropship was swung down onto the ground in a ramp that led up to its large 
interior. The mouth of the dropship was beckoning for us. And I answered its 
call. We broke a single file and walked in a non-uniform jumble toward the 
metal valkyrie which lay in front of us. 

Before the dropship entrance was a large rack of various weapons and 
ammunition we could use for the operation. SMGs and Rifles with heaps of 
different attachments and alterations lined the racks. I strolled over to one of 
the SMGs and ran my hand over it. It’s indented form felt good against the 
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gloves of my suit. There was a simple holographic sight mounted on the gun 
as well as a laser sight. A detachable silencer was situated next to the gun 
which 1 picked up and slid into one of the pockets of my vest. Baron walked 
over to the rack and inspected it carefully. 

He picked up one of the rifles and inspected all portions of it, making 
sure it was in working condition. He wouldn’t need to inspect a high-quality 
rifle supplied to us by ITO, but it wasn’t something I’d put past Baron. He was 
the type of person to make sure everything had been checked over by him s elf 
before he allowed it to affect him. Baron then also reached for an extremely 
large pistol. It was long and had a laser sight in line with the barrel. A sizable 
weapon sight was placed on top of the lumbering pistol. Baron raised it to his 
right eye, pointing the barrel downwards, before placing it in a holster at his 
side. 1 picked up the SMG again as well as a pistol. 1 placed the pistol into my 
pocket and turned to my right to see everyone had already chosen their 
assortment of weapons. We were well equipped for this mission. We were 
well equipped to rain a hailstorm of death upon anything we faced. It almost 
shocked me how heavily armed we were. Would we ever have to use all these 
weapons or was it a safety precaution? Baron then led us up to the entrance of 
the Megalodon. 

We stopped at the bottom of the sloping ramp that led into the jaws of 
the Megalodon. Standing at the top of the ramp was a man dressed in a pilot’s 
uniform. He had a hat with the ITO insignia on it. The man slowly walked 
down the ramp to meet us. At the bottom of the ramp, he shook hands with 
Baron and introduced himself as Captain Murray. Captain Murray was 
dwarfed by the much larger figure of Baron. They discussed details about the 
departure for a few minutes before we all walked up the wide ramp and into 
the mouth of the ship. 

The interior of the ship was mainly clear except for the seats that lined 
the sides of the hull. There was a button panel near the door to control the 
raising and lowering of it. Then farther into the hull, there was a short stairway 
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up to the cabin compartment where the captain and co-captain sit. Murray’s 
co-captain was sitting down in his seat flicking various knobs in order to 
prepare us for departure. 

I sat down in one of the cushioned seats as we started to prepare for 
our ascent to the surface and then to our launch. I strapped myself into the 
various harnesses that would fasten me for the high-speed takeoff. 

As I was strapping in it occurred to me that this very dropship could 
be my executioner. This very ship could deliver me against a threat impossible 
to defeat. A threat that could take Baron, Jekyll, Hobbes and 1 by complete 
surprise. By getting on this dropship I was sealing my fate for the next few 
days. Once we were at the station, it was up to our coordination, and our 
training to get us through. But what if that was all paranoia? What if there was 
simply a small outbreak and the team we sent in just had broken comms? 

What if we could just cruise into the station, sort out the business, and leave as 
heroes? My worries seemed to be irrational paranoia. 1 decided it was due to 
the fact that it was my first mission. 

Unlike Jekyll and Hobbes. 1 hadn’t worked with Baron extensively 
other than in training exercises. 1 had never gone on any missions or worked in 
the field with any of the people on the dropship. The only person I had ever 
even had a genuine conversation with other than a passing greeting was Jekyll. 
I felt like a complete outsider compared to everyone else on the Megalodon. 

It struck me as odd considering a mission involving an outbreak could 
likely be a high-stress scenario. What if during the mission my fireteam and I 
couldn’t rely on or trust each other? What if we got into an impactful scenario 
and couldn’t decide what to do or wasted time disagreeing with one another. 1 
tried to push these thoughts out of my head but my mind kept on going back to 
the conversation I had watched between Baron and the mysterious man. 1 
wasn’t able to recall much but 1 did remember that Baron had said: 

“I need him for this”. 1 couldn’t figure out why Baron needed me for 
this mission. It’s not that I was a slacker. But I also wasn’t a top of the class 
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marine. I shook my head. Suddenly my thoughts were interrupted by an 
intercom. It was Captain Murray, 

“Attention. Dropship main door closing now. " With the sound of 
metal on metal groaning, the hulking door slowly rotated upward and 
eventually boomed shut with a satisfying expulsion of air. We heard alarms 
going off outside the dropship as red lights flickered. A robotic male voice 
boomed over the loudspeakers. 

“All personnel. Please clear dropship service areas. Platform is now 

rising.” 

With a large jolt, I felt the dropship and the platform under it start 
moving upward. The ceiling of the large room must’ve opened up to reveal a 
large shaft all the way up to the surface. The shaft to the surface was my ticket 
to freedom from the monotonous vault, but could also be my death sentence. I 
weighed these two ideas in my head and decided 1 liked the first idea better. 
Besides, even if it was my death sentence, going into the unknown was much 
more exciting and romantic than rotting away in the concrete octopus, waiting 
for some kind of conflict or mission opportunity. 

The hulking spacecraft completed its ascent of the vault. Even though 
there were no windows, 1 could tell we were out of The Vault and into the 
fresh air. For the first time in months, I was able to escape the oppressive 
atmosphere of The Vault. That was the thing about living in the depths for so 
long. Everything became heavy and muted, the air felt hard to breathe. It 
almost felt like The Vault intruded on people’s thoughts and jumbled them up 
a little; making it harder to think clearly. Even though I could not see 
anything, I could feel that we were on the surface. 

I tried to imagine myself standing outside the Megalodon. I was 
standing in the bright Nevada sunlight out on top of the massive salt lake in 
which The Vault was built under. I had removed my gear and the warm breeze 
was blowing against my clothes and skin. It was a nice scenario to imagine but 
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I tried to remain focused. I tried to keep the mission in my main sight and not 
let it escape into my peripheral thoughts. 

“Please prepare for takeoff,” blared Captain Murray over the 
loudspeaker. The ship turned and maneuvered around on the runway like a 
commercial airliner finding its proper runway. The dropship jolted to a stop on 
its sunny runway. 

This was it. This was the deep end. I was about to enter the lion’s den; 
the mouth of the cave. No turning back from here until our mission had either 
succeeded or failed. 

My thoughts were interrupted by the increasingly loud and deep 
rumble of the takeoff thrusters engaging. We started moving. It took a lot to 
break the inertia of the hulking megalodon. But once we started moving it was 
smooth sailing. As we accelerated down the runway my head was pressed into 
the cushioning of my seat. 

Faster. Faster. 

I could feel the giant ship starting to lift up. As we gained enough 
speed for the wings to lift properly. Eventually, the back wheels lifted and we 
were airborne. 


It had begun. 
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DEAD ON ARRIVAL? 


Getting through the atmosphere was fairly quick. The main thrusters 
of the craft were doing their job well. Anticipation built up within me as we 
sifted higher and higher through the increasingly thin air. 

The hair on my neck stood up and I looked around. 1 was weightless. 
My limbs didn’t feel tied down to the gravity of the Earth and my body rose 
up off the seat a little before it was caught by my harness. 1 was in awe. It 
wasn’t as if I had never experienced the feeling of weightlessness before. We 
had done plenty of mock zero-g runs in numerous jets. But this weightlessness 
was different. 

This was real. 

No simulation or mock-mission training. 1 was speechless. Everyone 
else either must have been as speechless as 1 or didn’t care to talk. I imagined 
what the view must have been like from a window on the ship. 

Our Earth. 

Our blue marble slowly becoming smaller and smaller as we steamed 
along towards Mars. It was a shocking image to think of. As we pushed farther 
and farther away from Earth, and farther and farther into the depths of space, 
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everything would become more hostile and unfamiliar. It was us and our small 
dropship versus whatever lay ahead. 

I was suddenly overcome with a spell of tiredness. All the work at 
training throughout the day had finally gotten to me. And the feeling of 
sudden weightlessness had compounded that tiredness. I didn’t try to fight my 
sleepiness too much considering that the trip would take a few hours. Before I 
even knew it, I had drifted off into the weightless abyss of the mind. 

Sleep was different this time around. Dreaming was different as well. 

I was finally free of the confines of The Vault. The Vault; that oppressive 
octopus which ensnared everything in its tentacles. I was far away from The 
Vault out here in space. Before, underground, dreaming was a vague affair. 
Never was I able to conjure up something other than a mix of dull wonderings 
and images. 

But now out here, beyond the confines of the concrete, dreaming took 
on a much more vivid form. I could conjure up more than just undefined hues 
in my mind and create full pictures. My brain could actually think up a logical 
set of events and images that I could translate into real dreams. During my 
slumber, I slipped into an extremely vivid dream. 

I was kneeling in shallow water. It was cold and only went a quarter 
of the way up my thighs. My eyes struggled to unveil the suffocating darkness 
which enveloped me. I moved my arm to rub my eyes to find that I couldn’t 
move it above my waist. I tugged and heard a clinking of metal. My arm was 
shackled to something in the darkness. The ground maybe. 

I moved my arm and found out that that too was chained to the 
ground. The air had an extremely strong scent. I breathed in and almost 
gagged. The air was tainted with the smell of waste and refuse. Likely from 
humans, I thought. 

The taste of the air lingered on my nostrils and crawled its way onto 
my tongue and into my throat, residing there like some foul beast constantly 
clawing at my insides. 
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A sliver of light appeared above me, along with the sound of stone 
slabs sliding against each other. The sliver above me slowly became a wide 
chasm as it continually opened farther. Light then flooded the room from 
overhead oil lanterns. At first, I was blinded by the onrush of light but then my 
eyes slowly adjusted. 

I saw three figures standing above me. They were casting shadows 
that broke the light into four sections. The figures had long, loose-fitting 
clothes. My eyes slowly focused in on the three figures looming over me. 1 
finally made out the one standing in the middle, who was at least head higher 
than the other two. 

It was Baron. 

However, it wasn’t the Baron I was familiar with. This was an entirely 
different Baron. He wasn’t wearing his typical tactical gear with his helmet in 
one hand. Baron was covered in a loose-fitting robe and similarly loose-fitting 
pants. Instead of the typical crew cut that all of us sported, Baron’s head was 
completely shaved. Much like his head, his feet were bare as well, devoid of 
shoes. There were beautiful patterns that ran up and down parts of Baron’s 
clothes. They made the clothes look lavish even though the robes themselves 
looked quite dirty. 

The other two men I could not recognize. They were dressed in the 
same garments as Baron, however, their clothes didn’t have the same patterns 
as Baron’s and were much more simple. I could tell that Baron was the head 
of the trio but I couldn’t tell what being the head entailed. 

The three of them were looking down on me. They all had a mix of 
curiosity and pity on their faces. They were unmoving, their gazes were 
locked at me and their expressions were equally as locked in place. Suddenly 
it felt like there was a screen between us. A transparent screen separating us. 
The fdthy air of my peculiar chamber seemed to not be able to penetrate their 
realm. We were simply observing each other through a window, unable to 
communicate with one another. 
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I then looked down at where I was kneeling. The stench of refuse was 
no coincidence. I had been kneeling in a two-inch deep layer of sewage. The 
water was dark and discolored and 1 couldn’t see the floor. There were chunks 
of garbage and other filth bobbing up and down in the shallow sewage. 1 
wanted to get out of there. 1 wanted to rid myself of this horrible scene. 1 
wanted to escape. 1 started to feel extremely nauseous. 1 tried to stand up in the 
filth on to my feet and was able to. But I had to bend over because of the 
chains tying me to my prison. 

1 had to get out. 

I looked up at Baron with a pleading look. But he was just standing 
staring at me. So were the other two cronies standing at his sides. Then Baron 
leaned over and whispered something in the ear of the man to his right. Then 
he leaned over and whispered something in the ear of the man in his left. 1 
figured they were talking about me, but I couldn’t understand why. 

A smile curled over Baron’s face. Then after the smile, he let out a 
chuckle. The man to his left chuckled as well. The man on the right followed 
suit quickly. Then suddenly they were all quietly laughing. All the while they 
were staring at me while I kneeled in the filth. Their laughs increased in 
intensity over time. However, the laughs seem to be muffled. The tones of 
their voices sounded like they had been squeezed and mashed together until 
their substance had all moiphed together. But that didn’t stop the laughs from 
being penetrating. I felt helpless, like a child having done something 
embarrassing. A victim to their berating looks and motions. 

Eventually, the three men were releasing heaving bellows, now barely 
able to contain themselves. Tears were streaming down their eyes as they 
threw their heads back in a euphoric motion. 1 opened my mouth to shout at 
them but they didn’t hear it. Their expressions remained unchanged and they 
continued their wild fit. I shouted louder and louder at them to gain their 
attention but eventually, my voice was drowned out by a low rumbling. 
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The low rumbling started in a quiet manner. But eventually, it became 
all-encompassing. It drowned out even the wild, muffled laughs of the men. 
And eventually, even they took notice of the rumbling. Baron’s expression 
changed and so did the other two men. It went from a look of hilarity to one of 
concern. As their expression changed to that of worry, the ground started 
shaking. It was a small shimmy at first, but it soon built up to a frantic shake. 

Baron and the two other men bent over and placed their hands on the 
large stone lid they had removed from the cell. I shouted for them to stop but 
they slowly slid the lid back over the opening. The light from the lantern 
narrowed rather than widened. It quickly disappeared until there was only a 
crack left. And even that disappeared and I was shrouded in darkness again. 

The rumbling had become so loud, and the shake had become so 
frantic that my head was spinning. The rumble drowned out all my thoughts 
until at last, it all faded away into oblivion once again. 

I awoke to the deafening noise of the Megalodon’s thrusters. I was 
pressed forward into the harnesses of my seat from the inertia of my body 
wanting to keep moving. The dropship slowly lost speed until we came to a 
steady cruise. We were now nearing the station orbiting Mars. 

My dream must’ve taken the entire time of the flight over. It felt 
strange because the dream only felt like it was a couple of minutes long, yet 
the flight was multiple hours. But then again that’s how dreams worked. They 
didn’t follow any sort of linearity or relation with normal time. Perhaps I had 
multiple dreams but I didn’t remember most. People say that you have many 
dreams every night, but forget most of them. 

“Attention. We are now nearing Resident E station orbiting Mars. 
Prepare for landing.” 

The loudspeaker shook my head fully awake and I looked around. 
Baron was sitting on the line of seats opposite me in the hull. Sitting behind 
Baron was Jekyll. Hobbes must’ve been sitting in my column because I 
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couldn’t see him on the other side. The boarding procedure was going to begin 
shortly so I had to be fully aware and present. 

The ship moved forward at a constant pace, slowly nearing the large 
station. Eventually, the ship came to a stop. 1 sensed that we must’ve been 
inside the station. However, I couldn’t tell because there were no windows or 
screens to see outside of the dropship. My theory was confirmed when I heard 
the low rumble of the landing thrusters activating. We were now under the 
pull of the ship’s artificial gravity. 

The dropship shifted and maneuvered itself slowly in the air as we 
landed. It made slight turns and adjustments until the landing gear met the 
ground. The landing gear compressed slightly and all the movement stopped. 

We were here. My fate had now been transferred from whatever 
happened on the Megalodon to whatever happened on this very station. It was 
now all up to us to get through. No turning back unless we completed the 
mission, or aborted and had to leave. This was the first time for me. The first 
time there was something on the line for one of my missions. The 
consequences were real and my decisions could affect people’s lives. It was a 
feeling that was alien to me, and yet it was an exciting feeling. But that was 
the future. I had to think about the present situation and get my head in gear. 

I unclipped the various straps and harnesses which had kept me safe 
during the takeoff and flight over. It felt nice being able to finally move my 
body freely after the ride over. I placed my hands on the grey cushioned seat 
and slowly stood up. Baron was already standing at the center of the hull, his 
weapons and gear locked and loaded. I walked over to the rack where my 
SMG had been held and picked it up. I ran my hands over it, checking to make 
sure everything was in working order. Sights. Slide. Laser sight. Flashlight. 

It was all perfect. 

That’s what I liked about the cold brilliance of the SMG. It was 
ruthless, effective, and could fire a hailstorm of bullets in a second. It never 
failed, no matter the stress or condition. It saddened me that it took a human to 
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properly operate it the best. Humans were complete opposites to the SMG. 
They hesitated and made mistakes; faltered and failed. But maybe it was for 
the better. A gun like that in the hands of a mindless killing machine could 
spell a quick end for us. It took patience and hesitance to not raze everything 
with the SMG. 

I loaded a magazine into it with a satisfying click and walked back 
toward Baron. Hobbes and Jekyll were standing facing him as well, waiting 
for instructions. 

“Alright here’s the deal. We have no idea what we’re up against. We 
have no information on what kind of disease is spread around this station. That 
means that we need to maintain order and follow protocol. If anything goes 
wrong, we’ll sort it out quickly and continue with the mission,” Baron spoke 
in his deep baritone voice. “It is possible that the disease could be airborne. 
Our suits will give us protection from any kind of environmental hazard. 
However, Captain Murray and his co-pilot don’t have that same luxury. If 
anything goes wrong and we have to return to the ship, we’ll have to do so 
entirely by ourselves and they won’t be able to aid us.” Baron was talking 
more than I had ever heard him talk in The Vault. “Sara has provided us with a 
map of the station so we should be able to easily navigate around and quickly 
try to locate the team that was sent in. She’ll tell you more when we get on the 
ground. We have a maximum of 72 hours here. That’s how much life support 
ITO provided our pilots with. If we miss the departure, we’ll have to wait until 
ITO can get another ship to come to pick us up. Are we good here?” Baron 
waited expectantly for questions. 

“Hell yeah,” Jekyll exclaimed. 

“Let’s do this,” Hobbes said in a monotone voice. 

I said nothing. 

This was it. This was the deep end. I was ready to dive into it. I was 
ready for whatever came next. 
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We walked over towards the large main door of the Megalodon. This 
time we would be stepping out of the mouth of the ship as if we were being 
regurgitated out of it. I guess we didn’t taste so good. 

Baron stood by the button panel, ready to smack the controls which 
would lead us to our fate. Captain Murray then blared over the loudspeaker. 

“See you all on the flip side. Good luck, marines." I gave a salute in 
the direction of the cabin even though he wouldn’t have been able to see me. 
Baron hit the button on the panel and a huge groan shot through the ship 
again. The cold metal door started to lower. It creaked and whined as the 
metals of the hull and door grated together slowly. 1 couldn’t see anything 
beyond the small crack of the opening in the door. To my surprise, I still 
couldn’t see anything as the opening slowly widened. It was only blackness as 
far as the eye could see. The opening then fully widened and the door slowly 
lowered to the ground. The darkness encircled the ship and tried to snuff out 
the dim lights inside the Megalodon. Then with a resounding thud, the door 
finally rested itself against the ground. 

The silence was the first thing I noticed as we stepped out. Usually, in 
most stations at all hours of the day, there were various hums and jumbles of 
personnel and machinery. Usually, there were systems running that gave off a 
blanket of white noise. But for some reason, other than the dull drumming of 
the Megalodon’s generator, it was silent. Not a whisper nor sliver of sound 
was coming from the sleeping station. We were enclosed in complete and utter 
silence. 

We trotted in a jumbled formation down the shallow sloping ramp. 
When we got to the bottom I realized how truly oppressive the darkness really 
was. It was thick, like a dense fog. The darkness made my every move feel 
weighted and overly-cumbersome. It was hard to see my compatriots with the 
only light coming from the interior of the dropship. 

It was then that I heard a rumble. The door of the dropship was now 
raising back up slowly. The sliver of light coming from the inside of the hull 



30 


weakened and weakened until it stopped with a boom. The doors to the ship 
had closed. It was us against the jungle; that terrible steel jungle. We were 
now completely alone. 


AND SO IT BEGINS 


“Alright, flashlights on,” barked Baron over our suit comms. I heard 
four high pitched clicks and saw four corresponding high powered beams light 
up. The powerful beams attached to our barrels scanned our surroundings 
slowly. Our dancing lights scoured the room trying to gain an idea of what it 
looked like. 

The first thing I could tell is that the room was extremely large. The 
beams of our flashlights just barely touched the ceiling and walls. The room 
we were in was one of the many landing bays on the station. On our way in we 
must’ve overridden the gigantic airlock and flown inside before closing it. 

Now Sara started to give us information, 

“Power to the main systems is offline. The station is running on 
auxiliary power. Find the main power core and check its status. Route to the 
main power core should be nearby." 

“Start looking around for exits out of the landing bay," Baron ordered. 
I swiped my flashlight along the walls at head level, searching for a door of 
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some sort. The walls sloped towards us, making the room a sort of trapezoid. 
There were different stacks of cargo littering the landing bay but no ships were 
in sight. It was Jekyll who first found an exit. 

“I see one. Over there.” 

I looked over to see JekylTs flashlight centered on a stairwell leading 
up into the wall. 1 brought my SMG around and put the beam on it as well. 

“Scanning," said Sara. “Access corridor should lead to one of the 
main elevators. From there we can take it to the engineering deck and access 
the main power core." 

I looked at Baron for instructions. 

“You heard the woman. On me." Baron raised his gun and started 
trotting towards the stairwell. I followed suit behind him with Jekyll next to 
me. Hobbes brought up our rear as we moved on toward the exit of the landing 
bay. 

The stairwell was tight and steep. So steep it almost felt like a ladder. 
The walls could only fit one person so we had to go single file through it. 
Baron went first, his gun trained above him on the exit of the stairs. He walked 
up quickly, got to the top, and kneeled down. 1 was next after Baron. 1 jogged 
up the claustrophobic stairs. When 1 exited, 1 turned back towards the stairs 
and watched Jekyll and Hobbes run up the stairs as well. As Hobbes went up, 
he kept his gun trained behind him, checking for any signs of movement from 
the rear. 

The ambient sound of the Megalodon was now out of earshot from us. 
We were now in complete and utter silence. The only sounds we could hear 
were those made by ourselves. Just the small swishes of our gear rubbing 
against itself, and the quiet hollow footsteps of our tactical boots against the 
metal floor. And lastly the shallow and cautious breathes we let out during our 
exertion. 

It left tension in the air. A kind of stressful paranoia. We constantly 
strained our ears, trying to listen for just the smallest sign of movement or a 
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footstep. I tried to suppress my fear and paranoia but it slowly kept coming 
back. We were alone out here. With no possible help from Captain Murray or 
anyone else. It was just us against the jungle. 

We moved forward as a unit. We were like a well-oiled engine, each 
part doing their specific job. Like the tiny cogs inside a clock. We were in the 
same formation as before, with Baron at the front, Jekyll and I in the middle, 
and Hobbes bringing up the rear. We moved quickly down a long and wide 
steel hallway. It seemed to go on forever. Like a long steel esophagus slowly 
ingesting us deeper into the mouth of this giant metal beast. 

“Left up here," informed Sara. Baron ordered us to slowly start 
moving over towards the left wall. We broke formation and went into a single 
file line. Up ahead of us was an intersection of tunnels. One was a ramped 
tunnel leading upwards. Then to the left and right were flat hallways. Once I 
was up against the wall, I moved my flashlight beam around, scouring the 
intersection and making sure no one was there. The beam of my flashlight 
passed over a sign on the wall in the left corridor. It read: “Main Elevator A", 
with an arrow pointing to the left hallway. I shined my flashlight over the sign 
and noticed it was covered in an interesting texture. I strained my eyes to try 
to see it better and I realized what I was looking at. 

The substance looked black in the light of my flashlight. It was blood. 
There was a pattern of blood washed all over the sign, obscuring the message 
in a few places. It gleaned in the bright light of my flashlight. Then in the 
lower right corner of the sign, I saw that the blood had collected in a pattern. 
In the bottom right comer was a bloody handprint pressed against the sign. No 
one else had noticed the sign yet. Baron was peering around the left-hand 
comer, checking to see if it was cleared. 

“Look on the sign, it says ‘Main Elevator A’," I said over comms. 
Jekyll and Hobbes peered out and looked at the illuminated sign and read over 
it. Jekyll then saw what I saw. 

“Is that blood?” 
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“I think so. It’s hard to see from here.” This interaction caught 
Baron’s attention. Before he had taken no interest and had been inspecting our 
path ahead but now instead of looking down the long hallway, he moved his 
flashlight over to the illuminated sign and inspected it as well. 

Without warning, Baron walked out casually across the intersection 
towards the bloody sign. Jekyll tapped my shoulder and we followed suit after 
him. When we got over to the bloody sign, Baron was standing in front of it, 
inspecting it closely. From a short distance, the substance looked much more 
like blood and a reddish tinge joined its black color. Baron looked at it for a 
few seconds before raising one of his hands slowly. Fie raised it to the sign 
and slowly swiped his pointer finger across the bloody surface. From afar the 
blood looked like it had dried and crusted against the sign. When Baron 
swiped his finger across, a lot of the blood was swept up with it. 

Fie brought his hand down and held it up to his visor. The blood 
slowly soaked into the material of Baron’s glove. 

“It’s wet. Must be new." 

My muscles tensed. It felt like someone squeezed my heart taught and 
then released it. My eyes shifted back and forth across the intersection. All the 
paranoid thoughts I had been pondering before came rushing back into my 
head. 

Must be new. 

Must be new? How new? Ten minutes new or three minutes new? 
Thoughts flew through my head at a rapid pace. My brain went into overdrive 
and I whipped my head back and forth. The blood hadn’t even dried. That was 
pretty damn new. And who left it? Where were they? Why hadn't we heard 
them? 

What if they came back while we were here? 

My mind then went back to what Commander August said in the 
briefing. Part of our mission was to neutralize any possible threat that could 
stop us from completing the mission. Would we already have to start 
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neutralizing possible threats? I ran my hand over the fire mode selector on my 
SMG. It was set to safety for the moment but I was poised and ready to turn it 
all the way to full auto if need be. 

I thought I heard a noise to my right. Did I think it or did I hear it? No 
one else turned. I was already cracking. I slapped my helmet with one of my 
hands. 

“Let’s get moving. Don’t want to spend too much time around here 
with the lights off.” 

Baron backed away from the sign and beckoned for us to follow him. 

I forced my mind to push out the lingering paranoia and resumed thinking 
about the mission. I tried to think in a step by step manner. All we had to do 
was get to the elevator down the hallway, walk down a few more hallways, 
and get to the main power core. Then after we got the power on, we could sort 
out the situation and continue on with our mission. 

We moved in step behind Baron, resuming the same formation we had 
taken before coming to the intersection. The well-oiled engine continued 
weaving its way through the tight pathways of the jungle. We continued 
straight down the left hallway for some time, passing multiple other 
intersections but staying straight on the path. The steel tunnels of the station 
felt like they stretched on forever. We had seen no doors yet, just hallways and 
intersections. It started to feel like the station only consisted of hallways. 

We hadn’t even seen much of the station yet. The section we were 
walking was a minuscule part of the entire station. It was one of many other 
similar sections of hallways in the ship. We were like ants crawling slowly 
through a massive anthill; A cold, metal anthill isolated out in the middle of 
nowhere. 

The unit moved slowly down a ramping hallway and eventually we 
came to another intersection. Baron signaled for us to stop on the left side of 
the wall as we had at the first intersection. We broke formation and again fell 
into a single file as we moved closely along the wall. Baron stopped and 



35 


peered around the corner to the left. He brought his rifle around and shown the 
flashlight on the barrel down the hallway. He then leaned back around the 
comer. 

“The elevator’s ten meters down that hallway”. 

We all nodded and waited for his signal. Before we went on the move 
again, 1 peered down the right-hand comer with my flashlight to make sure it 
was clear. The cold and drab hallway stretched for 15 meters, then broke off 
sharply to the right. It felt like the cold steel absorbed all the light from the 
flashlight, making it hard to see. 

I passed my beam over the hallway, looking at the uniform texture. 
First, from the left it was grey. More grey. More grey. Black. I flinched hard. 
The light shook in my hands for a second before I shot it’s illuminating beam 
back toward the hallway. Right in the corner, there was a completely black 
figure peeking its head into view. There was no obvious indication of a body 
or limbs, just a mass of darkness, standing out against the grey background. 

Two white dots appeared on the figure. I squinted my eyes, trying to 
get a better look at the black blob in front of me. The white dots cut out for a 
split second then cut back on. I realized that they were eyes. 

I quickly realized I was staring at a figure of a person peeking around 
the comer. I heard a click and looked down. My hand had automatically 
flicked the fire selector knob from ‘safety’ to ‘semi-automatic’. I hadn’t even 
realized I had done it. Either it was out of fear or maybe my marine training 
was starting to kick in. Commander August’s words flashed through my head: 
“Neutralize all threats”. I shook my head at that. It’s not like that someone or 
something was approaching us. It was just peacefully watching from down the 
hall. I quickly clicked it back to safety and looked back up. 

Gone. 

Just like that, it had vanished. I hadn’t heard a trace of any footsteps 
or other noises and neither had anyone else. I worried that whoever was 
watching us had circled back around, ready to stab us in the back and abduct 
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us. Grim thoughts raced through my head. I looked back and remembered that 
Hobbes was watching our rear. 

That gave me relief. Hobbes was someone you wanted to have at your 
back. He was ruthless and perfectly skilled. Hobbes’ aim never faltered and 
his bullets always struck true. Whoever this was wouldn’t have wanted to 
mess with us. These thoughts enabled me to push all the paranoia out of my 
head for a short while. 

We neared the large elevator at the end of the hallway. Its large white 
doors reminded me of the various elevators we used in training missions in 
The Vault. The hallway to the elevator opened up slightly and there were 
several janitorial lockers on the walls near it. On each side of the elevator was 
the entrance to the staircase. The right-hand side staircase was going down, 
and the left-hand staircase was going upward. 

One of the things that struck me as odd about the elevator room was 
that there was a singular strip of red light shining down from the ceiling. It 
must’ve been an emergency light that went on when the main power went out. 
It was peculiar to me considering that we had seen not a single light source 
turned on during the entire trek through the station so far. If there were any 
emergency lights in the station, they had either been broken or were shut off. 

Yet this single red light glowed brightly, giving everything in the room a 
reddish tinge. The light was leading the way for us, and we gladly followed. 

Baron walked up to the elevator call button. He pushed it in slowly, 
held it there for a second, and released it. 

No response. 

“Elevator must have gone down with the power. Let’s take the stairs.” 
Baron pressed the elevator button one more time for good measure but there 
was still no sign of it working. He signaled for us to follow him on the long 
journey down the stairs. I responded first, following closely after Baron. 
Besides, I didn’t want to be in the back. I didn’t want to have to deal with 
whoever or whatever was tailing us. 
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Jekyll followed behind me and again Hobbes brought up the rear. We 
entered the tight metal stairway and started walking down it at a brisk pace. 
The floor and the ceiling of the stairwell were made of metal grating which 
had small holes that I could see through. I looked down and 1 could make out 
the floor below us, but beyond that, the grate obscured the view. 

As we continued slowly down the never-ending stairs, my mind 
started to wander to other things. One of the things that kept coming back to 
my mind was the unshakeable feeling that we were misplaced. It was a hard 
feeling to describe. It felt like we didn’t belong. It felt like nobody belonged. 
The dark metal corridors and drab architecture made the station feel more like 
a morgue than an actual place where people lived. It felt like we were a couple 
of bacteria or viruses which had seeped into an open wound. The station 
wanted us out but was unable to actually follow through. The entire 
environment of the station felt hostile. 

We hadn’t even encountered any threats yet it still felt like we had 
walked into a lion’s den unsuspectedly. 

None of my compatriots seemed to care. Baron remained in his same 
solitary state as did Hobbes. I hadn’t expected them to ever change their 
emotions or attitude based on the situation but it still felt peculiar that they 
didn’t seem to sense what I did. Jekyll, on the other hand, was more silent than 
normal. I couldn’t tell whether he was sensing the same things as I, or if he 
was always more focused during missions. I then realized I didn’t even really 
know the fellow Marines that were with me. How could I psychoanalyze them 
if I hadn’t even spent much time with them in the first place? It was pointless 
trying to detect or predict their emotions. 

What did I know? It’s not like I had questioned anybody, and their 
expressions and emotions couldn’t be identified through the cold black visor 
we all wore. That was the thing about the visor. Anyone could hide behind its 
dark mask and cloud their emotions. But that, of course, was the goal. Marines 
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weren’t supposed to have emotions or feelings. They went in, got the job 
done, went out; rinse and repeat. 

I shook my head, trying to rid myself of the idea that my teammates 
were oblivious. Of course, they weren’t. I should’ve considered that they were 
just more experienced than I. They could hide their emotions well- if they 
even had any at all during these operations. I decided it was for the better to 
not start trying to delve too deep in the circumstances and just focus on the 
mission in front of me. 

We slowly descended the never-ending staircase. We were climbing 
deeper and deeper into the mouth of the beast. Climbing the stairs had become 
a monotonous affair. It felt as if every single floor was exactly the same. I 
started to lose track of where we were on the ship. 

Around and around and around. 

We pushed on through our mind-numbing hula hoop walk. 

Around and around and around. 

Until finally the stairs came to a stop. We were here. We were finally 
in the dark underbelly of the metal beast. We were finally here to peel back its 
skin and reveal all its inner-workings. The main power core was the heart of 
the ship. And we were about to get the blood flowing back through the beast. 
Get the capillary action working and liven the place up a little. It was time to 
wake the beast up and get on with our journey. 

The mouth of the power core room lay in front of us. It was calling for 
us, beckoning for us to finally turn it on and bring the station back to life. 

The bottom floor was a dark and grungy place. The walls were 
covered in oil and other various dried up fluids. There were rows of janitorial 
and engineering lockers on each side of the wide hallway which stretched out 
in front of us. Several of the lockers were opened with various personal 
content spilling out of them such as pictures of family, postcards, and other 
mementos of non-work life. Many of them were covered in the various 
liquids, obscuring their contents and making them look like forgotten artifacts. 
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The ceiling and floor were made of metal grates, but the walls were made of 
solid metal plating. 

The wide hallway went on for a few meters until it ended with a large 
doorway. The doorway stretched the entire width of the hallway. The two 
white metal doors were opened partly. They didn’t seem to be broken but for 
some reason, they were stuck in between opened and closed. Maybe someone 
forced them open. Maybe they broke. 

Split between the two doors was a strip of black text. It read: 

“Main Power Core. Authorized Personnel Only.” A red light was 
coming from an illuminated strip on the ceiling. It gave everything a red tint 
and made the pools of liquid concentrated on the floor look like blood. 

Beyond the door was an oppressive and obscuring darkness. I could 
make out small forms of objects but beyond that, my sight was entirely 
useless. The red light was beckoning for us to enter the darkness of the power 
core complex, and we answered its call. 

Sara’s voice then spoke over our helmet radios, 

“The Main Power Core can be activated by button sequences at the 
two ends of the facility. The path to the two rooms is marked by yellow 
indentations to the right of doorways. Move out.” 

Baron deliberated for a second before turning to face us, 

“Hobbes, you’re with me; Jekyll and Porcupine, you two go together. 
We’ll communicate over suit radio. When you’re at the panel, contact us and 
we’ll perform the activation sequence in tandem. Circle back, regroup, and 
we’ll go from there.” 

We all acknowledged and prepared to move out. It was comforting 
going with Jekyll. I knew him much better than Hobbes, and having Baron at 
your side felt like someone was constantly holding an X-ray over your head 
and projecting all your thoughts and emotions. Baron was able to see through 
people too well and being around him alone made a very bad taste form in my 
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mouth. A sort of ever-present bile which 1 could taste at the back of my mouth 
would be kicked up. 

Being around Jekyll was much more relaxing. He was focused, like all 
of us; but he was light-hearted and wasn’t afraid to joke around. That’s what 1 
liked about him, his ability to lift tension off of everyone’s shoulders and 
crack a few jokes. 

Hobbes was an entirely different experience than Jekyll and Baron. 
Talking to Baron was like talking to a robot. He was straight forward, 
emotionless, and focused on the mission. He was predictable and logical, 
always following the rules ingrained in his head from years of being a marine. 
However, talking to Hobbes was like talking to an illogical enigma. He was 
mysterious, but unlike Baron, the things I knew about him, as well as his 
behavior and actions were completely random. He acted without rhyme nor 
reason, the only constant being his love of shooting things, and his profound 
epigrams which constantly contradicted each other. 

Hobbes was hard to decipher which made him untrustworthy in my 
eyes. Even though he was a fellow marine, I felt that 1 couldn’t rely on him. 
Jekyll, on the other hand, I knew I could. 

Or could I? 

I realized that I was the outsider. The information I had about my 
compatriots was extremely limited. I was a foreigner, I was the one who 
hadn’t been proven yet. Who was I to pass judgment on my squadmates when 
it was me who was the outsider. It felt weird being the foreign one. Hopefully, 
my fellow marines could put faith in me. It all felt so strange. 

My thoughts were interrupted by a low moan. No, not a moan. It was 
a rumble. A low rumble could be heard above us. But it wasn’t a steady 
whine. It was broken up into hits and clatters. 

Footsteps? The rumble was staccato in nature and it slowly moved 
along the ceiling. It started far down the hallway past the open door to the 
power core complex. Then it steadily moved toward us. The rumble echoed 
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throughout the hallway louder and louder. We all pointed our guns slowly 
upward at a threat that wasn’t even there. 

The rumble crawled closer and closer until it was right on top of us. 1 
tensed, feeling it would stop right above us. 1 felt that whatever made that 
noise could sense us. Luckily (or perhaps unluckily), the rumble moved past 
our heads and kept steadily moving behind us. 

It then occurred to me: 

Where was it going? 

The rumble got to the end of the hallway behind us and stopped 
suddenly. The noise faded out and the silence penetrated the air once again. It 
settled down to rest, only to be broken by a shaip voice 

“Let’s get moving!” said Baron. 

Then at once we all got out of our motionless stupor and marched 
slowly down the hallway bathed in blood light. We slipped through the jaws 
of the beast and entered the darkness. 

Click. Click. Click. Click. 

Four flashlight beams came to life and lit up the scenery with white 
luminescence. In front of us, the hallway stretched on a little farther before 
splitting left and right. The two sides of the split were identical and both 
marked by a small brown indentation: the one Sara told us to watch out for. 

This was it. We were splitting up. 

“See you on the other side”, waved Jekyll as our two groups split off. 

“See you on the other side”, Baron echoed and gave a salute. The two 
groups split and Jekyll and I headed down the left path. Baron and Hobbes 
disappeared down the right path. 
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I AM DAEDALUS 


It was a labyrinth. The various rooms and passages in the power core 
complex felt like a gigantic maze. Most of the rooms were indistinguishable 
from one another and sometimes the only differences were the engravings next 
to the doorframe showing where to go. It was as confusing as it was 
monotonous and it felt never-ending. 

Jekyll and I navigated through the various rooms, all decorated with 
different kinds of boxes and button panels. Many of the rooms had disheveled 
desks with a computer and chair. Paper and other contents were strewn over 
the floor and furniture. The pieces of paper seemed to mainly contain 
information about the station's various automated systems and other 
autonomous services. 

Many of the pieces of paper seemed to be covered in a thin film of 
some kind of discolored substance. Our flashlight beams reflected off of it and 
it gleaned in the bright white light. The liquid on the paper also was located in 
various puddles around the floor. It gathered in small indentations and uneven 
areas on the ground. The concentrated liquid seemed to form a brownish-green 
color, resembling vomit. 
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I held my hand up, signaling for Jekyll to stop. Jekyll had been 
creeping slowly behind me, watching our backs. He stopped mid-step and 
stood up straight. 

“What is it, Porcupine?” 

“Give me a second. I just want to see what this shit on the ground is.” 

1 bent over onto one knee and lightly placed my SMG next to the 
puddle of liquid. I heard Jekyll walk up behind me and stand over to my right. 
He was peering over my shoulder. I reached my hand down and dabbed a bit 
of the liquid onto my finger. 

It felt sticky. I slowly retracted my hand from the puddle and the 
liquid resisted slightly. As I pulled my hand back farther the liquid still didn’t 
break together. This shit was sticky. Eventually, I pulled my hand back a foot 
away and the liquid finally broke, leaving the glob I had touched remaining on 
my finger. The glob slowly soaked into my suit. 

I tried to sniff it but could smell nothing. Our suits filtered the air in our 
surroundings and, in turn, filtered a lot of smells out. 

“What is it?” inquired Jekyll. 

“No idea,” I answered, “But it’s damn sticky.” 

I looked back up at Jekyll, hoping he had some kind of comment 
about it that could give me further insight. He merely shook his head at me 
and then quickly checked behind us. 

I stood up off the ground, picking my SMG off the floor as I got up. It was so 
strange. The liquid seemed to be everywhere. It was on the walls, the floor, 
even on the ceiling. It seemed to seep its way into anything not sealed tight. 
And it was everywhere. There must have been gallons and gallons of it 
everywhere in the power core complex alone. 

It was unlike anything else I had seen. It was thick and stiff, much like 
molasses, and it had a weird brownish-green color which made it look like 
some kind of bile. It had soaked in completely to my suit finger. I held my 
finger up and inspected it once again. Something had changed. The thick outer 
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layer of fabric which normally covered the fingertips had been eaten away. 
Beyond the normally dark grey exterior fabric, 1 could see the white inner 
layers which touched our fingers. The liquid must’ve eaten away the entire 
outer layer of thick fabric of my glove. 

We had been walking in it the entire time. Our boots had trekked 
through the edges of puddles of the liquid and had stepped over paper and 
other materials that had been covered in it. I looked down at my boots. 
Luckily they were made of a lot stronger material than the flexible gloves. 

“Jekyll, look at the bottom of your boot.” 

“Why?” 

“Just do it.” 

The sound of fabric shifting as we both inspected the bottom of our 

boots. 

“The fuck?” 

“See the liquid plastered on everything? Must be acidic.” 

“Yeah. It’s eaten through a good part of my heel.” 

Tread lightly, I guess. 

We had to keep moving- carefully. I raised my gun in front of me and 
we started walking forward again, following the yellow indentations. Follow 
the yellow brick road and watch out for the acid puddles. As we continued 
along, I lost my sense of direction. Flow many left and rights had we made? It 
felt like any second we would suddenly end up back at the bottom of the 
stairs, never reaching our goal. The yellow indentations seemed to be leading 
us on a never-ending quest through the labyrinthine complex. The walls 
merged and the hallways looked exactly the same. 

Was that indentation yellow? Turn right or left? Where’s Jekyll? Oh 
shit. Behind me. I shook my head. It was getting to me again. The station’s 
vice had slowly cramped down on my head again, clutching me in its iron 
grip. The station affected my mind; everything became harder to focus on, 
thoughts didn’t seem to form clearly. 
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When we had first arrived, the oppressive darkness and silence 
triggered my paranoia. 

But now the station was screwing with me in a whole different manner. The 
monotonous journey through the power core complex was affecting me. The 
identical rooms and hallways were giving me a headache. I was slowly losing 
my sanity in the belly of the beast. 

Was Jekyll feeling this? 1 couldn’t tell. He seemed to be the same person he 
was when we had left The Vault. Same old Jekyll, no paranoia or confusion. 
Was anybody feeling the same things as me? Was I the only one taking the toll 
of the station's eccentric atmosphere? Was I the only one who could sense 
these things? Maybe my fellow marines were oblivious. Maybe they could 
push it out of their heads easily. Maybe it was my inexperience. 

I walked through a yellow indented doorway for what felt like the 
hundredth time. I was expecting another door or hallway but 1 was proven 
wrong. 

There it was at last. In front of me was a short hallway leading up to 
an obviously large room beyond it. Above the doorway was a sign which was 
illuminated by the red emergency lights. 

Main Power Core Control Room B. 

The glorious letters looked red in the light and stretched across the 
doorway. Their paint was slightly faded but it still gleamed brightly in the 
light. We had completed the maze. Now, all we had to do was retrace our 
steps and get the hell out of here. 

Under the magnificent sign was the large entrance to the control room. 
Beyond the entrance was something 1 had gotten used to on the ship: darkness. 
1 could only see the first few feet of the large room. It felt like my flashlight 
beam couldn’t penetrate the thick darkness. It simply pushed out a few meters, 
then sputtered and died. What lay ahead of us was a mystery. But just this 
once I found comfort in the u nk nown. The monotony of the labyrinth had 
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numbed my senses, and the u nk nown actually excited me for once. Strange 
feelings. 

“Finally," exclaimed Jekyll. 

Jekyll led the way into the control room. I held up the rear. Jekyll took 
the first step as he slowly waded into the pool of darkness. I followed quickly, 
sticking closely behind. As we entered the room, its features slowly were 
illuminated and 1 started to form a mental picture of it. It was fairly large, 
stretching at least 10 meters in both directions. The walls were the same dull 
gray that the rest of the labyrinthine complex was made out of. The ceiling 
was slightly higher than normal. 

It felt like I could actually catch my breath here. The rest of the power 
core complex was suffocating. Its tight walls and low ceiling squeezed the air 
from our lungs and made us feel trapped. However, in the spacious control 
room, the suffocating and cramped feeling subsided. 

We trotted down the room, trying to find some sort of console or 
control panel to activate the Main Power Core. I shined my beam over a long 
window which spanned the right side of the control room. Behind it, I could 
make out a large room with a cylindrical object standing like a gigantic 
column in the center. It was thick, at least 4 meters wide, and stretched up and 
down the room from top to bottom. My flashlight illuminated the outline of 
various thick coils stretching out from the object. They slithered off in various 
directions and escaped my view. 

Finally, we reached the other end of the control room. Stationed on 
the wall was a huge assortment of panels, monitors, as well as various buttons 
and switches. All of the switches and buttons had numbers and letters above 
them that seemed like gibberish to me. It felt like we had encountered a sea of 
switches and panels. 

Jekyll and I walked up to the mass of electronics, staring at them 
dumbfounded. I looked up at the large monitors and they stared back down at 
me. Their screens were completely dark, shut off by the powered-down 
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reactor. In the dark screens, I could see my reflection barely. The outline of 
my suit almost merged into the background. We were one with the station. 

I looked back at Jekyll who was shaking his head. He rubbed his visor 
with one hand and then wiped it slowly over the board of switches. His hand 
slid across the various panels, touching them lightly. Jekyll then looked over 
at me. 

“You know something funny, Porcupine?” 

Jekyll had a thoughtful tone in his voice. He shook his head as he 

spoke. 

“What is it?” 

He ran his hand over the panels once again. I couldn’t figure out what 
was so peculiar to him. 

“All this stuff here is powered off," he informed me. It didn’t strike 
me as weird since I had already assumed the power core was simply powered 
down. “I didn’t think of it until now. It’s so weird, isn’t it? Powering it back 
up. Maybe if the Main Power Core was broken it would make sense, but 
powering it back up?” 

“I don’t see what you’re getting at." 

“Why was it powered it down?" Jekyll paused for a second. “Who 
powered it down?” 

Then it hit me, just as it had hit Jekyll a minute ago. His words all 
made sense now to me. Why was it powered down? Who powered it down? 
More importantly: Why did someone power down the station's main source of 
electricity, leaving only the auxiliary power running, and shrouding the entire 
station in all-encompassing darkness? 

Why would someone have done that? If there was an epidemic on a 
station, the least logical course of action would be to shut down all the 
facilities and services. Wouldn’t keeping all the power and communications 
on be the best way to receive? 
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Unless it was a deed of malevolence; someone purposefully trying to 
isolate the station. 

It was all so peculiar. Throughout our entire trek throughout the 
station, I had only seen one person. If I could even call that dark mass with 
eyes a person. It felt like our noisy entrance would’ve attracted many people 
to our location, all needing help or rescue. The station felt deserted. It felt as 
though it never had been inhabited. It felt like a cold, lifeless hunk of metal. 
The only weird thing about the station was the weird acidic substance that had 
plastered the halls of the power core complex. 

For some reason, Sara hadn’t spoken about the substance. She 
remained utterly silent, even though it seemed to be quite a peculiar issue. 
Either she didn’t know which seemed unlikely, or she didn’t notice which 
seemed impossible. She decided to leave us to ponder about the substance. 

We stood idly at the control hub, waiting for a signal from Baron or 
Hobbes that they had made it to the opposite terminal. Neither one of us had 
attempted to radio them on the journey over, nor had Baron or Hobbes 
attempted to radio us. What if they had run into trouble on the way over and 
couldn’t access their radios? 

No, it couldn’t be. Sara would have informed us that they went down 
or stopped communicating. Sara monitored almost everything about us, from 
our life functions to our whereabouts and status. Sara could remotely access 
databases and other storage areas. She was our mother and oversaw everything 
we did. There was one thing that Sara couldn’t do. It was one thing that 
handicapped all things like Sara. She nor any other artificial mechanism could 
carry out missions or directly help us. While Sara served as our humble guide 
and overseer, she could not serve as our protector or savior. We were still all 
on our own. 

Eeeeee... 

Eeeeee... 
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A blaring high pitched white noise resounded through my helmet. The 
noise made a small oscillation as it moved up and down in pitch. Then 
grumbling. A low, harsh grumbling came through my comms. 

The grumbling continued before eventually, it undulated into 
recognizable words. A harsh voice came onto our comms. 

“You boys alright over there?” asked Hobbes over the radio. I let out a 
silent sigh of relief. I guess we weren’t as alone as we thought. 

“Just fine, Hobbes," answered Jekyll quickly. “Alright, how do we 
power this damn thing up?” He was greeted with silence for a moment. Then 
Sara informed us: 

“It can be powered up by hitting a sequence of switches in order. You 
both need to activate it in tandem." 

I looked over at the mass of buttons. It seemed impossible to be able 
to discern which switch or button needed to be pressed. The small lettering 
was slightly chipped, obscuring it even more. I stepped back, expecting Jekyll 
to want to handle the activation progress. He looked back at me then returned 
his eyes forward. 

“I’ll name the first switch in the activation process. Flip it in tandem, 
then the process will start. After that, I’ll name the numbers above the next 
switch, and where it’s located," echoed Sara over everyone’s comms. 

“You ready, Jekyll?” questioned Hobbes. 

“All set here. Hit us, Sara.” 

“The first switch is located on the upper left part lower right panel. 
V7C4D," explained Sara. Jekyll looked down at the lower right panel. He 
moved his index finger in a circular motion for a second, trying to locate the 
switch, before finding it and placing his finger on top of it, ready to flip it. 

“Alright Jekyll, on my mark,” Hobbes piped up. 

“Three... Two... One...Go.” 

Flick. A small buzzing resounded from the panel. Then a singular 
monitor buzzed to life above our heads. The green LED at the bottom of the 
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monitor was glowing but the screen had barely changed. The screen went from 
reflective darkness to a grainy black static. 

It had begun. Soon Jekyll and Hobbes would breathe life into the dormant 
beast. Sara’s next directions came quickly. 

“Upper right panel. Upper left part. 3G7AD.” Jekyll shot his hands 
quickly over to the upper right panel before quickly flipping a switch. 

“Got it,” he announced over comms. 

“Same here,” echoed Hobbes. Sara’s voice quickly resumed with a 
new set of directions and numbers: Upper left. Right side. 7C8D9. 

Then again: Lower right. Middle. 9J5K3. Jekyll’s hands flew over the 
large console as Sara quickly spouted out directions and orders. After a quick 
button flip, a whirring noise emanated throughout the control room. The 
gigantic power core was really starting to power up. 

As the orders spewed out, and more switches were flicked, various monitors 
and sensors on the gigantic console came to life. Some of the screens showed 
the same grainy screen as the first screen that had activated. Others showed 
various numbers and information, likely about the power core. 

Eventually, I tuned out the noise of Sara’s orders from my head. They 
became a sort of white noise. The seemingly endless combination of numbers 
and directions was relaxing. I stood by, watching as Jekyll operated the 
console like a mad scientist creating a strange chemical in his lab. His hands 
glided across the rows of switches, hitting one then moving on. 

Jekyll and Hobbes were constantly over the radio, communicating and 
coordinating where they were in the process and making sure neither fell 
behind. 

“Got it?” 

“Yeah. Move onto the next”. 

“Okay, I’m good”. 

“Still with me”. 

“Yep. Keep going”. 
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Their back and forth continued as the various functions of the power 
core came online slowly. 

It was quite an interesting system of activation and deactivation. 
However, it was quite effective at stopping any random troublemaker or 
criminal from sneaking into the power core complex and shutting the station 
down. The two different terminals meant that a singular person wouldn’t be 
able to just run in and turn it off. The complex sequence also meant that unless 
someone knew the exact order to flick all the switches, they wouldn’t be able 
to turn it off. The only reason we had been able to do it was because of Sara’s 
directions. That led me back to another interesting thought. 

How did it end up getting turned off in the first place? It seemed quite 
peculiar. Even in the event of total anarchy because of a pathogen, how would 
at least two people be even organized enough to get into the power core 
complex and disable the main power core? The people who deactivated it also 
would’ve needed to know the correct sequence which likely would’ve only 
been known by people working in the power core complex. 

More buzzing followed by more whirring. The beast was slowly 
opening its gigantic eyes and coming into consciousness. It was only moments 
now until the lights throughout the entire complex, and eventually throughout 
the entire station would come to life. However, the station remained dark at 
the moment. 

I trotted over to the dark window that spanned the entire length of the 
wall to the right of the control panels. The cylindrical figure of the power core 
was now dimly illuminated. Little green LEDs were activated in a ring along 
its midriff. They pushed back the darkness slightly but quickly faded out. 1 
could see the power core room more clearly. The large tentacle coils went into 
sockets on the wall, likely connecting to various monitoring stations. The 
metal floor was made up of various panels, each having various hazard 
warning signs. 

“Upper left panel. 7G4G0D” 
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Flick. 

“You got it, Flobbes?” 

“Yeah.” 

Silence resonated throughout the control room as well as my comms. 
A large churning noise then resounded throughout the facility. A penetrating 
vibration shot through my whole body, jumbling up my insides and making 
my chest feel tingly. A slow hum built-up coming from the reactor room. The 
hum slowly increased in pitch like that of a washing machine. It almost 
became ear piercing and settled at a high pitch whine. 

Flash. The lights above us flickered. 

This was it. We had finally awakened the beast. We had done it. The 
lights slowly faded into a bright glare. The entire control room was 
illuminated in white light. The rows and stations of consoles became apparent. 
They studded the room, almost making it feel more crowded than when the 
lights were off. 

I looked back at the power core room, now completely illuminated. A 
bright light bathed the entire room and left no crack or crevice dark. 

Then 1 saw a flicker. Just a shift in movement right next to the reactor. 
A black shape flickered right next to the reactor and disappeared behind it. 1 
blinked my eyes twice, making sure I wasn’t seeing anything. 

It was gone. The room was now completely clear, the light scouring 
the whirring power core. Even though the reactor itself had many pieces 
moving and spinning about, its exterior appeared to be completely still. I 
shook my head like I had many times before. This damned station was making 
me see things. 

Baron’s voice boomed loud and clear over the radio, 

“Good job, boys. Let’s get out of here. We’ll regroup near the 
entrance. We can go from there.” 

Now all the paranoia had fled like the darkness that had gone with it. 
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“Come on, let’s get going,” said Jekyll. I had no objection. I was 
ready to finally leave the claustrophobic power core complex. I sighed a sigh 
of relief. Finally, the lights were on and the station didn’t feel so scary 
anymore. 

Walking back through the maze of rooms wasn’t as bad with all the 
lights on. The endless dark rooms were now illuminated with bright overhead 
fluorescents. Their walls revealed some amount of color and they didn’t seem 
so grey and monotone. 

We moved much quicker this time through the various rooms and 
hallways. Now without the enclosing darkness, everything was much more 
clear and we could navigate through the many obstacles much easier. 

The liquid plastered to the walls and floor was even more evident 
now. Its green and brown coloring was even more noticeable in the bright 
light coming from the ceiling. As we walked over the acidic liquid, we could 
see our grey suits in the reflection of the substance. 

“Where did this come from?” wondered Jekyll. 

There was so much of it. The amount felt implausible.. 

“No clue. Fuck it- looks like vomit to me. Wouldn’t catch me stepping 

in it.” 

“Can’t remember the last time I saw vomit that could melt through our 
fucking boots.” 1 smirked; me neither. “You know what this stuff is, Sara?” 

“I can’t identify it. Be careful marine.” 

“Will do ma’am.” 

We continued on through the maze, picking up the pace. 

Just a buzz. Then a quiet rumble slowly undulating in space 
somewhere. Eventually becoming louder and louder. 

It was back. 

The rumble had returned from before, the one we had all heard at the 
entrance of the complex. This time it was directly overhead, moving slowly to 
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the right. It had started far to my left but eventually shifted over, now passing 
directly over my head. I raised my gun up toward the ceiling reflexively. What 
was I even trying to shoot? 

“It’s here again,” 1 muttered. 

“What?” 

“You don’t hear it?” 

Jekyll turned towards me slowly. 

“Kind of. It’s real quiet.” 

Jekyll looked up, pointing his gun up as well. Then a blanket of 
silence fell over us. I shook my head, trying to pinpoint where exactly above 
the rumble was coming from. 

The silence between us was unbroken as we watched the ceiling intently. The 
only noise was the rumbling as it slowly moved past us and to my right side. I 
tracked it as it went farther and farther away. 

“It’s gone now. Moved past us to my right.” I broke the silence first. 

I still had my eyes on the ceiling. We both did. 

Then I heard it. A noise flickered into earshot. It was just to my right 
by the doorway we had just entered. It was a shuffle; the sound of leather 
rubbing against something. It was faint, but the now overbearing silence 
allowed me to hear it. 

I was still staring up at the ceiling. The sound hadn’t registered yet. I 
heard it but my brain hadn’t processed it. Jekyll was still silent as well. He 
must’ve been standing too far away to hear it. I turned to look at the source of 
the sound. My head slid slowly over to my right shoulder, peering directly at 
the doorway from which he had come. However, I couldn’t see the doorway 
this time. It was blocked. It was blocked by a black mass; a black silhouette. 

A specter? 

Blocking the doorway was a figure of a human. I couldn’t distinguish 
its individual parts and features. They had all faded into a dark mass staring at 
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me. I could tell it was human from the outline of its spindly arms and legs, 
hanging off of its body in sinewy beams. 

The figure was standing completely still, not appearing to be 
breathing. It was utterly motionless. It seemed like even its tiny atoms were at 
a standstill, ceasing their rapid vibration just for this occasion. I looked at its 
blackened face, if it could be considered a face. 

But then I saw its eyes. I had finally noticed the two bright balls 
situated on the figures dark head. They were large; piercing through my suit 
like bright sun rays through my skin. Their brilliant light contrasted greatly 
with the dark shape of the figure. 

It was the figure from before. The one I had seen on our trek to the 
complex. The figure that had been peeking out of the shadows at us in the 
hallway. It had been watching us; stalking us through the station. How long 
had the figure been on our tail? Had it followed us throughout the entire 
facility, waiting for the opportune moment to strike? It must have sneaked up 
while we were looking at the ceiling. How had we not heard it before? 

I stood there frozen, staring at the creature. Jekyll hadn’t moved 
either, he must’ve been still looking at the ceiling. While my head was turned 
toward the figure, the rest of my body was still turned to the left. My SMG 
was still pointing directly at the ceiling. I clenched my muscles, trying to get 
some response but it was futile. My arms didn’t respond to my inputs, they 
were frozen in fear. 

Move, god damn it! 

The paralyzing agony; the taunting frost kept me from setting myself 
into motion. Everything was moving slowly now. I could hear my heart 
beating. It was going much too slowly. I inhaled, it felt slow, like I couldn’t 
get in enough air in the normal amount of time it would take to breathe in. I 
tried again to move my frozen arms. This time they responded. I whipped 
them towards the figure as fast as I could. But my head was ahead of my body. 
They moved slowly over to where my head was looking. 
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As my arms swept across my body and I turned fully towards the 
figure. There was a click as 1 switched the fire selector knob to fully-automatic 
with my thumb. The SMG was primed and ready to annihilate anything in its 
path. Soon I would unleash 700 rounds per minute of pure death upon the 
figure. My arms were almost in position now, pointing slightly to the left of 
the figure. 

Faster now! I needed them to get locked in place before the figure 
moved at me. Then it did just as I feared. 

Moving too slowly, just as I was, the black figure lowered its posture. 
It shifted its weight forward like it was falling into the ground. My arms were 
almost in place. Only a few more inches to cover and my aim would be dead 
center on its chest. 

Then like a burst of lightning, the figure's leg shot out in front of it. It 
fell fully onto that leg, pushing off quickly. Only a few short steps and it 
would reach me. 

It wasn’t audible but I felt my arms were in place. The black figure 
was now right on top of me. If Jekyll had noticed by now I couldn’t tell. My 
ears had faded out everything except for the footsteps of the crazed figure 
running at me. 

I then moved my finger muscles, clenching them down on the trigger. 

I slowly squeezed in on it, feeling the metal give way. 

A huge shot resounded throughout the complex. The figure slowed for 
a second, the force of the bullet almost stopping it in its tracks. Then more 
fired. 

Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom. Boom. 

Rounds fired out of the killing machine. I looked at chest level and 
saw dark red splatters shooting out of the figure's chest. So it was human after 
all. I kept the trigger squeezed and shots fired out again and again. 

Click. 



57 


The magazine had dumped its full load and retired for now. My finger 
stayed on the trigger but no more bullets were coming out. There were now 33 
bullets residing inside the figure running at me. 

Thump. The silhouette hit me like a ton of bricks; a freight-train filled 
to the brim with blocks of concrete. It wrapped me in a tight bearhug as I fell 
back. My weight carried backward until I was in a full fall. My arms were 
trapped near my chest and I could only move my forearms. 

I hadn’t prepared for the figure to keep running after I had dumped an 
entire magazine inside of it. 1 continued backward, now diagonal with the 
ground. I was coming down hard, the figure on top of me. 

That’s when I heard it. More gunshots. They were coming from 
somewhere behind me. I had completely forgotten about Jekyll during my 
altercation. He must’ve been firing at something. Hopefully not the figure 
tackling me to the ground. The gunshots echoed throughout the power core 
complex. 

We both hit the ground. The hit was hard, resounding throughout my 
suit and myself. I landed square on my back, the figure straddling on top of 
me. The hit knocked the wind out of me and the sounds around me muffled for 
a moment. I tried to look behind me to see what happened to Jekyll but my 
helmet was pressed against the metal floor and I was unable to turn it all the 
way. 

I looked back up at the black figure standing on top of me. It was 
sitting over me like an angry deity ready to punish me for my misdeeds. The 
chest of the figure was riddled with small holes created by my SMGs metal 
hell-fire. Red blood was gushing out of its chest at an alarming rate. 

The figure then leaned over my helmet. It moved its face right up to 
mine. Its penetrating eyes were fixed on my opaque visor. Up close, I noticed 
its eyes were tinged red and its pupils were completely dilated outwards. 

It shook for a second on top of me and opened its mouth. Behind its 
parted lips I could see a pink mouth. However, its tongue was a disgusting 
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shade of green. Most of the figure’s teeth had fallen out, leaving wide gaps in 
its mouth. 

A gagging sound came from it. It was a horrible retching sound that 
made my neck hair stand on end and gave me goosebumps. Liquid poured out 
of its mouth at a rapid rate. Greenish brown liquid spewed out of its mouth, 
mixed with chunky pieces of sewage. The geyser released its load directly on 
my visor, coating it in film. 

My vision was blocked as an endless spew of liquid coated my visor. 
The figure continued its awful gagging noise. 1 was completely trapped under 
it, not able to move a muscle except for my ankles. My arms were trapped at 
my sides by its weight, giving me bad leverage to push it off. 1 struggled but 
the figure used its dying strength to keep me down. 

Eventually, the figure must've empty of fluids because the spewing 
stopped leaving us in dead silence. 1 couldn’t see anything because the green 
liquid covered my visor entirely. 

I could sense that the figure on top of me wasn’t moving anymore. It froze on 
top of me for a few seconds before sliding off. I heard the figure's body slam 
on the floor to my left with a loud thump. The weight was removed from my 
chest and arms and I could move again. 

I raised a hand up and wiped off my visor from the awful substance. 
As I brought my hand down I inspected the substance on the back of it. It was 
the same green and brown liquid which was painting the walls and floor. I 
watched it simmer slightly against my glove, peeling back the outer layers of 
cloth. 

During the fall my SMG had escaped my grip and landed off to my 
left. I looked over to see it lying next to the fallen figure. The figure was 
completely motionless, a pool of dark red blood was pooling around its 
midsection. Its eyes were staring straight off at the wall behind me. They were 
completely motionless, searching for something that wasn’t there. 
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I threw the figure's legs off of my midriff and stood up. I leaned over 
the motionless figure, inspecting it. I hadn’t until now realized it was barely 
wearing any clothes. The scantily clad figure appeared to be male, its groin 
covered by a black painted loincloth of some sort. Its arms were stringy yet 
sinewy. They had lean muscle running up and down their length. The ribs of 
the figure were imprinted on its chest. 

I knelt down next to the face of the dead man. Up close I noticed that 
his face was painted in a type of black substance. I touched his dark face with 
the pointer finger of my glove and brought it back to look at. The place in 
which I had rubbed against his face was now covered in a black substance. 
Charcoal perhaps? 

The place in which I had rubbed on his face was now slightly less 
black and I could see that under the black face-paint the man was fair-skinned. 
His body must have been entirely coated in a thick layer of the stuff. 

My gun was lying next to him on the floor. I picked it up off the 
ground and held it in a firing position. 

I clicked the flashlight on, making sure it wasn’t broken. However, no 
beam of any kind came out of the small cylindrical device. It must have been 
broken when it fell to the ground. If the power went down again I would be 
completely helpless. I was baffled at how easily the military-grade flashlight 
had broken. Strange energy; bad vibrations- this whole mission was full of it. 

I assessed my situation quickly: No flashlight, Jekyll’s gone, no idea 
where squad is. I tried contacting them over my helmet comms. 

“Porcupine here. Can you boys hear me?” 

Nothing. Just static noise oscillating in the background. “Anyone? 
Please confirm if you are positive on comms.” Still nothing. Not a whisper nor 
peep. I was on my own for now. On my own, until I could find either Jekyll, 
or Baron and Hobbes. 

I decided that the best idea was to continue on the path towards the 
exit of the facility; Follow the yellow brick road. 
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I continued on through the complex alone. There was no one there to 
check my back so my progress became a lot slower than it had been with 
Jekyll there. 1 moved from room to room, checking each nook and cranny with 
my eyes as I walked through it quickly. 

I reached an L-shaped room with various desks lining the walls. In the 
middle, there was a large puddle of the greenish liquid which I quickly 
stepped over. The heel of my boot had been eaten away partially by all the 
puddles I had stepped through. The acidic property of the substance wasn’t 
very high but over time it had taken a toll on my suit. 

I opened the door at the end of the room and stepped out of the 
doorway, marked with a yellow indentation, and into a long hallway, closing 
the door behind me quickly. The white strip of fluorescent light illuminated 
the various advertisement posters on the wall and gave the room a dull glow. 

A noise. Behind me? No. To my right. A little skitter of footsteps 
echoed to my right. I whipped around to find myself staring at a metal wall. 
The sound came from the room behind it. I paused momentarily, straining my 
ears to see if I could catch another soundbite of whoever was there. 

What I was greeted with was much worse. The overhead light 
flickered for a second. I looked upwards to see it had turned back to its normal 
brightness. 

Click. 

The light went out. I was shrouded in complete darkness. Not the 
oppressive darkness kept at bay before by our bright beams, but 
all-encompassing darkness that penetrated through my eyes and into my brain. 

I clicked the button on the flashlight, hoping it maybe had changed its 
mind on whether it would light up or not. Unfortunately, it was as stubborn as 
ever and remained broken. Now I was lucked, completely and totally. 

Without my vision, my gun was essentially worthless. Can’t see. 

Can’t aim. Can’t shoot. Whoever was stalking me obviously knew this. I lost 
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the only tactical advantage I had over the hostile people who had been 
following Jekyll and me. 

I heard another skitter to my left. I was able to place where it had 
come from a little better this time. Without my vision, my ears had attempted 
to ramp themselves up a little more. I leaned up against the wall, resting for a 
second. I lowered my voice to a whisper, hoping Sara would hear me. 

“Got any ideas, Sara?” 

“All out, man." 

I flinched. 

Sara had either decided to stay silent or couldn’t talk at all. The voice 
that answered me was that of something entirely separate. A man’s it sounded 
like; It was deep and raspy. It came in a whisper from somewhere to my right. 

Someone was in the room with me. Someone was standing there to 
my right and I hadn’t even known. 

Thoughts flashed through my head like the shots of my SMG. How 
long had he been there? Is he going to kill me? Get the fuck out. Run. 

My mind kicked itself into gear. 1 crept my way to my left, trying to 
edge away from the voice. My feet shuffled silently against the ground. 1 
pointed my gun in the direction 1 expected the person to be. I kept shuffling 
left until eventually, I hit an object. My heart almost jumped out of its harness 
until I realized the object was the opposite wall. 

1 moved my hand along the wall and realized I was leaning up against 
a door. I placed my hand on the door handle and slowly pressed it downward. 
I expected whoever was waiting for me to come out of the shadows and gut 
me with whatever weapon they may have had. I held one hand out pointing 
my SMG in the direction of the voice. 

Footsteps. 

Boom. 

My finger squeezed tightly on the trigger of my SMG and a shot rang 
out throughout the hallway. The blinding flash lit up the room for only a split 
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second but it was enough for my eyes to take in everything. Standing at the 
other end of the hall was a figure. 

He was naked except for a loincloth. He looked like the man that 
attacked me earlier except his skin wasn’t painted black. He was malnourished 
and his ribs were showing. His gangly arms hung down by his sides. In his 
skinny fingers was some kind of object tightly clenched. 

A knife. 

It was long and thin, perfect for spilling blood. It hung down by his 
sides and the malicious look in his eyes painted a nasty picture. Why hadn’t he 
killed me earlier? How had I not noticed the door opening? The light in the 
room behind me must have been turned off as well. 

It was crunch time. My hand pulled back quickly and the door shot 
open. The light coming from the room in front of my shot into the hallway. 
Without looking back I shoved myself through the hole I had created. 

Once my body was fully behind the mass of the door I slammed it 
shut with all my might. I looked down at the handle. To my luck, there was a 
lock on it. Hearing a shout come from behind the door I took no time in 
locking it. 

The banging of a hand started resounding on the metal door and 
throughout the room I was now in. The man behind was rapidly pounding on 
the door, trying to find a way to get in. 

I then raised my SMG up to the door. He had made a grave mistake 
messing with me. Messing with a marine. 

I squeezed the trigger and a barrage of lead shot out at the SMG. The 
hailstorm of bullets tore large holes through the thin door. The rain of fire 
coming from my SMG was deafening. 

Click. Another magazine down. I was rapidly eating through ammo at this 
point as there were only two more full magazines in my vest pockets. 

The banging on the door had now stopped and silence again settled over the 
power 
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core complex. I had been too busy shooting to realize what room I was now in. 
I swiftly turned around, trying to get a good sense of my surroundings. 

I was in a bathroom of some kind. The tiled floors and walls reflected 
the bright white overhead light. The bathroom extended on for a few feet but 
mainly stretched to my left and right. To my left was a hallway leading down 
to the men’s section. To my right was a hallway leading down to the women’s 
section. In front of me, however, was an entirely different story. 

There was something breathing on the wall in front of me. I was 
hesitant to consider it a person considering the only thing it had in common 
with a normal person was its figure. Slumped up at the bottom of the wall in 
front of me was a human. It was absolutely drenched in the liquid that was 
splattered around the complex. Its shirt was heavily submerged in the liquid, 
likely from repeated vomiting. 

The figure’s face had blood running down both cheeks and its eyes 
had an empty look. One of an animal after its mortally injured, waiting for 
death to arrive. The slow and raspy breathing was emanating steadily from the 
slumped up figure. Its eyes were staring straight ahead at my kneecaps. 

The figure seemed to be just holding onto life. It was more dead than 
living. At any minute its breathing would go still and it would be carried off to 
another world. But for now, it was slumped up against a dirty bathroom wall, 
trying to stay alive and focus on breathing. 

My curiosity got the best of me and I knelt down in front of the 
slumped up figures feet. As I did so it moved its eyes to meet my face. It 
looked as if it had struggled to even move its eyes; as if it had taken a toll on 
its health. 

I stared at the person as it breathed steadily on the ground. It opened 
its mouth slowly to reveal a set of disgusting yellow teeth, each coated in the 
acidic substance. Eventually, a sound vaguely resembling words came from its 
mouth. 


It’s airborne. Too late to stop.” 
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It paused to breathe for a second, the words coming out in raspy 
whispers. 

“Get the tuck out of here.” The figure stared at me, beckoning me to 
leave with just its gaze. 

I obeyed its wishes and stood up to turn around. 

“Kill me." I stared at it. I looked down at my SMG. I couldn’t. I didn’t 
want to have to face its judgemental gaze. I quickly turned around, opened the 
door and walked out. 

The light from the bathroom lit up the hallway and revealed the 
correct door I should’ve gone down. The yellow indentation confirming it. 

On the floor of the hallway was the body of the man with the knife. 

He was swimming in a pool of blood that had gathered around his chest where 
various bloody bullet holes resided. I looked down at him for a second. A 
waste of a life. 

Quickly, I made my way through the doorway and into the next 
section of rooms. I wanted to heed the dying man’s advice and get the fuck out 
of this damned complex. I closed the door to the hallway behind me, trying to 
keep the past events in there with it. 

As I made my way back through the complex I recognized many of 
the same rooms and realized I was nearing the exit. Soon I would be free, soon 
I would meet back up with my teammates and continue the mission. That is if 
they were still there. 

Eventually, I reached the final hallway. It stretched down for a few 
feet and then curved to the left, to my salvation. The final moments were upon 
me and I was determined to leave the cursed labyrinth at last. I quickly jogged 
down the final few feet of the hallway and turned the comer into the original 
entrance hallway. 

It was illuminated fully this time so I could see the entire length of the 
hallway. Unfortunately, the increase in light allowed me to see even more 
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clearly the absence of anyone else in the hallway. It was completely devoid of 
my squadmates. Just me and the various janitorial equipment. 

What was even more peculiar than the absence of my teammates was 
what lay at the end of the hallway. The two partially opened doors that 
sectioned off the elevator and stairs from the rest of the complex were blocked 
in the middle. A section of janitorial closets was standing right in the opening 
of the two doors, blocking it entirely. I could see over the top of the lockers 
and saw that the other side of the hallway also had an absence of any of my 
companions. 

I walked slowly up to the janitorial lockers. Maybe I would be able to 
push them out of the way? Whoever placed them here in the first place 
must’ve been able to push them into place. From what I had seen many of the 
residents living on the station didn’t seem determined to use any kind of 
technology. 

I walked over to the right side of the section of lockers and placed 
both hands on the lockers, setting my SMG lightly on the ground first. I held 
my breath and gave a hard push. To my delight, the lockers budged and started 
moving slowly to the left. The harsh scraping of the metal locker against the 
floor resounded throughout the hallway. If anyone had been looking for me 
they would be sure to find me now. 

As the gap widened my heart rate suddenly went up quickly. If anyone 
was going to pop out and ambush, this would be their chance. I was exposed 
and it would take at least a second or two to reach down and grab my SMG off 
the ground. The entrance to the complex meters away. Five meters that a 
crazed person with a knife could make up in a measly two seconds. 

I pushed with all my might and finally, the gap was wide enough to 
squeeze through. I lifted my hands off the lockers and reached down to grab 
my gun. I then squeezed through the slim gap and entered the next section of 
the hallway. 
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Up ahead of me was my ticket to heaven. The doors of the elevator 
opened revealing a glorious white interior, beckoning for me to enter them and 
finally escape the labyrinth. My plan was to see if I could regroup with my 
squadmates at the megalodon, hoping maybe they would wait there for me. 

We were down on comms so I had to assume. 

Behind me, I heard a noise. It took a second to register in my ears but 
once it did I identified it as one that had become familiar in the past hours. It 
was the sound of bare feet walking along the metal floor. 

I whipped around to see a scrawny figure, resembling the ones I had 
seen earlier, barreling towards me. The figure had no weapon but the speed of 
its running made it seem intimidating nonetheless. 

Without a moment's notice, I raised the barrel of my SMG to chest 
level of the figure. This time I was prepared. I would only let out a burst and 
save ammo. It was pointless wasting so much on scrawny malnourished 
enemies. My finger squeezed the trigger. 

Click. 

No ammo. 

I couldn’t believe it. In my rush throughout the power core facility back to the 
elevator I had forgotten to load a fresh magazine into my SMG. The most 
infinitesimal, idiotic mistake I could’ve made. That would have gotten me a 
strict yelling at by Baron or anyone sensible for that matter. The station was 
really getting to me. It was a mistake I would now gravely pay for. 

As the figure neared me, I stared into his white eyes. They were fixed 
on my head; on their target. He was inching closer and closer, nearing his 
prize. As he closed in a did as much as I could to sidestep him but he was 
simply too close to me. 

He hit me like a bulldozer. His energy transferred over to me and I 
almost lost my balance. I stumbled backward, making a half turn to the left in 
the hopes of recuperating myself. The figures momentum carried through and 
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he slammed into me as 1 did my half turn. His hands were trapping my SMG 
at my chest and I was unable to swing it at him. 

My momentum carried through and I somehow was able to place 
down my right foot on solid ground and push up off of it. As I turned the 
figure fell backward, doing a half twist midair. He clattered against the metal 
floor, the impact seemed like it would’ve broken his porous bones but he only 
seemed to have the wind knocked out of him. I stepped with my other foot and 
cleared myself of the reach of the scrawny figure. 

Another half turn and I was facing back to where the figure came 
from. I was then met with an unpleasant sight. Filing through the doorway 
were three more scrawny figures, dressed similarly to the one that tackled me. 
It was crunch time. 

I unloaded the magazine from the SMG, dropping it on the floor for 
now. I fumbled for one of the vest pockets carrying a full magazine and 
clenched down on it, whipping it out quickly. With the flick of the wrist, 1 had 
it in place to be pushed into the gun; ready to wreak havoc upon the poor souls 
in front of me. I went to slide the magazine into the gun when my hand 
faltered. 
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THE WORST HEADACHE IN THE WORLD 


My hand froze before I could slide the magazine into the gun. My 
head muscles tightened. My eyes bulged outwards, feeling like someone was 
pushing them out of my eyes sockets. 

Then it hit me. A needling pain shot through up through my sinuses 
into my forehead and then my temples. Eventually, it consumed my entire 
head. The pain was deafening; my ears seemed to stop sensing anything. 

My grip failed and the magazine slipped between my numb fingers. 
Needles shot through my body, making it feel like my muscles and bones were 
being ground down into a fine powder. It was one hell of a headache. 

Next to fall out was my SMG. 1 felt the butt of the gun start to rise 
upwards. I looked downwards to see the gun rotating on my index finger, the 
rest of the fingers giving up. It was by a sheer miracle that my finger didn’t hit 
the trigger, potentially sending a bullet toward myself. Then in a swift 
motion, my index finger uncurled and the SMG fell out, hurtling towards the 
floor. 

After the SMG was my knees. A sudden weakness shot through them 
as quickly as the headache had come on. I hinged at the knees and hips and 
fell forward. At this rate, I’d be unconscious before they even got to me. 

I didn’t even feel the impact as I slammed against the ground. I 
slammed face down and then rolled over onto my back. The headache pain 
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was the only pain. The only pain 1 would ever experience for the rest of 
eternity. It is and always will be present. 

The footsteps of the approaching people had faded, leaving only me, 
the needles, and the grey ceiling at which 1 was staring. My vision vignetted 
and the only thing in the world I could ever see was the bleak metal ceiling 
above me. It melted into a sea of silver liquid, capturing me in its flow. A 
pounding red color entered my vision, slowly seeping in from the comers. 

The red slowly enveloped the grey ceiling. It pushed it out and 
replaced it as it filled my entire vision. Eventually red covered my entire 
vision. I tried to remain conscious but felt myself floating off into a sea of red, 
my body drifting along its blood rivers for all of eternity. 
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MY WORDS FLY UP, MY THOUGHTS REMAIN BELOW: 
WORDS WITHOUT THOUGHTS NEVER TO HE AVEN GO. 


Two angels were looking down on me. Staring gently at my frozen 
corpse. They peered at me with a gentle curiosity, their eyes darting back and 
forth across my frozen body. I couldn’t move any of my limbs. I tried to move 
my head but immediately was hit with a burst of pain coming from near the 
back of my skull. 

The angels were all grey, their visage covered by a blob of gray where 
their head should have been. They had fuzzy implements slung around their 
shoulders; their scepters possibly. 

One of the angels shook his head and muttered something to the other. 
My ears were still tuned out from what was happening in front of me. One of 
the angels turned around and walked over to a button panel. He hit a button 
and 1 felt a jolt run through me. 

A mechanical groaning noise and then we started the ascension. 

Where were we going to? Where was this white room heading? Why did these 
angels want me? It was all so confusing. I couldn’t focus on too many things 
at once or my head started to pound. Where were we going to? 

Heaven? No. Couldn’t be. 

Hell? No. 

Purgatory? Maybe. 



71 



72 


DISCIPLES OF T H E BEAST 


My dream was quite weird. Weird was an understatement. 

Much like on the ride over to the station, my dream was extremely 
vivid. My mind was able to create every single small detail of the dream, so 
much so that I couldn’t distinguish it from reality. 

My mind hadn’t even recognized its waking cognizance. It was only 
when I realized something was quite off that my mind actually registered 1 had 
awakened. 

What 1 had noticed was a change in brightness. Normally on the 
station, even with the power turned back on, there was a constant dimness that 
had settled in. An inescapable dimness that made everything seem drab and 
muted. A dimness that filled the comers of each room and couldn’t be 
extinguished by even the most powerful light. It was as if the lights on the 
station could only go up to a certain brightness before they refused to help you 
anymore. 

However, the first thing I noticed is that I was somewhere that was 
immensely bright. The brightness had penetrated my closed eyelids so much 
so that it was almost ineffective to close my eyes at all. It was a complete 
opposite of the setting of the station. This time instead of an all-encompassing 
dimness there was an all-encompassing and inescapable brightness. 
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It was completely silent wherever I was. The various stirrings of footsteps and 
of station services had vanished. The only noise was that of faint wind 
blowing in the background. A noise that seemed so foreign for a space station. 

I opened my eyes to the penetrating brightness. Unfortunately, that 
didn’t change much at first. My pupils, used to the dimness of the station, 
were completely blinded by the light. I waited in complete brightness as my 
eyes welled up from their struggle to adjust. Once the brightness started to 
fade away, my surroundings became much more clear. 

I was most definitely not in the station. Not even close. 

My surroundings couldn’t be further removed from the bleak metal 
landscape of the station. Instead of the cold metal walls which enclosed the 
corridors and hallways of the station, encasing them in a dark prison of steel, 
there was wood covering the room. Hardwood was running along the floor, up 
the walls, and over the ceiling. It encased the room in a smooth wooden box. 
The walls were as smooth as the steel panels which lined the station, only this 
time they were made of wood. 

I looked down at my chest and legs lying down the cot. I had expected 
to see the familiar greys and blacks of my suits. This time, however, my suit 
was completely gone. What replaced it was something almost as strange as the 
room I had woken up in. Instead of the tactical suit, I was now wearing a long 
woolen robe. The robe was thick and brown, stretching down all the way to 
my knees. My bare legs poked out from under the robe and my feet were 
devoid of any shoes. 

The room itself was extremely barren. The completely square room 
only contained the cot I had been lying on, a singular dresser, and a painting 
hung on the wall. Across the room was a plain-looking wooden door with a 
similarly plain-looking wooden handle. 

The cot in which I had been resting was tiny. It was essentially a 
wooden board with a sheet covering it lying a few inches from the ground. I 
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hadn’t noticed up until then that the bed itself was extremely uncomfortable. 
There wasn’t even a pillow in which I had been sleeping on. 

Next was the dresser, standing at chest height in the comer of the 
room. It was a plain wooden commodity, lined with various unopened shelves. 
It was a completely mundane ornament, not calling any attention to itself. 
However, on top of the boring dresser was a lantern. The lantern emanated a 
brilliant yellow light that penetrated deep into my eyeballs. The yellow light 
gave the room an extremely friendly and inviting look. One that was in 
complete contrast to the hostile, lifeless look of the station. 

Finally, there was a painting on the opposite end of the room. It was 
hanging dead center on the wall, being shown off as a centerpiece. The 
painting was a portrait of a stem-looking man, yet a peculiar looking one at 
that. 

His entire head was shaved; completely bald. Not a spec or stubble of 
hair could be found on his head. The only hair on his entire face was the two 
angled eyebrows which were arched inward, giving his face harsh, mean look. 

Draped across his broad shoulders was a brown robe. Much like the 
robe I was wearing, it was thick and brown, heavily placed over his shoulders. 
On top of the robe, however, was a small metal cross slung around his neck. It 
hung by the top of the cross and contrasted against the light brown robe. 

I sensed a cold sensation against my chest and looked down, pulling 
the neck of my robe outward as to see my chest. Just like the man in the 
painting, a metal cross was slung down on my chest from my neck. It was 
remarkably cold for something that had been pressed against my chest for so 
long. Heat seemed to be entirely absent from the metal figure. 

The pieces of where I was then fell into place. I was in a monastery; a 
Christian one, perhaps. I immediately reached up to touch my hair. 
Unsurprisingly, there was a noticeable lack of hair that I grabbed. My hand 
skimmed over my now smooth head. My face remained the same as there had 
been no facial hair to remove. 
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Knock. 

There was a loud knock on the door that resounded throughout the 
hollow wooden room. It was just a singular knock, not accompanied by 
anything else. 1 hadn’t heard any footsteps leading up to it, just the knock 
itself. 

I was hesitant to answer the door, not sure whether I would meet a 
friendly face standing behind it. I slowly stood up off of the hard bed. There 
hadn’t been another knock since the first one. In fact, I hadn’t heard any other 
distinctive noise the entire time except for the singular knock. 

I took a few cautious steps toward the wooden door. I tried to be as 
silent as possible but my steps creaked loudly against the wooden floor. 1 
reached the door and placed my hand on the wooden knob. With a quick 
quarter turn, I opened it up fully. I didn’t know who 1 was expecting to see; 
Baron? Hobbes? One of the many figures who had attacked me? 

Unfortunately, the answer was much more frustrating. I opened the 
door and was greeted with nothing. 

And so the mystery continued. I had almost hoped to see someone, 
even if they were hostile. 

The door I had opened led to a corridor. A long wooden corridor 
stretching to my left and right. Incrementally along its length were various 
other doors. To my right, the corridor came to a stop at a wall, a picture of the 
same stem-looking man hanging in the middle of it. 

To my left, however, instead of stopping, the corridor broke off to the 
left, leading out of sight and into the u nk nown. The unknown looked inviting. 
At least more inviting than a dead end. 

I stepped out into the dark corridor, turning towards the passage that 
led to the left. Another lantern was hanging at the end of the hall, lighting up 
the comer and stretching its illumination down the unknown passage to the 
left. I walked toward it, less cautious this time, yet still trying not to make too 
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much noise. The wooden floor felt cold under my feet and made me feel 
uncomfortable. 

I got up against the left-hand wall at the end of the hallway and 
peeked my head out around the side. The hallway ended abruptly and opened 
up into a massive room. The walls, made of stain glass, stretched up at least 
twenty feet before slanting inward and meeting in the middle. Church pews 
lined the right and left-hand side of the room, with a long red carpet in the 
middle of the floor. 

The red carpet led to an altar at the far side of the room. Behind the 
altar was a large wooden cross hanging down from the wall. Torches dotted 
the walls on both sides, lining up with the wooden buttresses that shot out 
from the wall. The torches gave the room a soft, hospitable glow and filled it 
with joyous energy. 

The wooden pews were simple: a few boards at a ninety-degree angle 
lining the entire width of the room. However, there were also desks placed 
between the pew rows. Occupying the desks were various robed men, all with 
shaved heads. They were bent over the desks, their hands equipped with 
ink-tipped quills. 

The hunched over men were scribbling away on pieces of parchment. 

I couldn’t understand what language they were writing in. They were 
mumbling as well, the dull hum of their voices filling the room. It wasn’t until 
I had turned the comer that the noise had entered my perception. Their voices 
spoke an alien language, one that I could not understand. And they all mixed 
into each other, making it impossible to distinguish a single word. It seemed to 
me that they were all chanting out some foreign prayer as they worked. 

I stepped out from around the comer and made my way slowly into 
the room. The ceiling stretched up to what seemed to be a height too tall to be 
supported by wood. The walls seemed to be too far apart to be able to support 
the i mm ense weight of the roof. It was on such a grand scale that it was hard 
to believe it was truly there. 
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I made my way down the center aisle of the room. Passing rows of 
robed men, none of them taking notice in me. They remained hunched over 
their desks, completely their menial yet ever-important task. I wasn’t peculiar 
enough to be noticed. 

As I neared the altar I realized how large the cross hanging on the wall 
actually was. It was big; too big for any human. The horizontal beam stretched 
much farther than would be needed to hold up a human. The vertical beam 
was much the same. 

As I inspected the gigantic cross I heard muffled footsteps behind me. 

I turned to face whoever was coming to greet me but before I could do so the 
person behind me tapped me on the shoulder. It was only then that I turned 
around to greet them. 

Standing in front of me was Baron. 

But not the Baron I had come to know. This was a much different 

Baron. 

He still had the same large frame as before, only this time masked by 
the mass of robe hanging off his shoulders and down his body. He still had the 
same shaved head, only this time the stubble was fully removed leaving his 
head completely bald, much like my own. He did, however, still have the same 
dark eyes, penetrating and ever watchful. 

What had changed this time was his expression, an expression that I 
had previously thought to be forever unchangeable. 

“Brother Porcupine!” he said in a strangely enthusiastic tone. “I’ve 
been looking for you.” 

I stared at him for a second. Baron’s oddly excited and friendly 
appearance sent shivers down my spine. Whoever that was, it wasn’t Baron or 
at least a correct version of Baron. 

“Greetings, Brother Baron!” I hadn’t even thought about saying 
anything, but my survival instinct forced me to blurt out a greeting in the 
friendliest sounding tone I could muster. 
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I noticed, clutched in Baron’s hand, was a copy of some holy text. At 
first, it seemed to be the bible, but as I inspected it closer it looked completely 
different. The book had no markings or indentations that I could see, and it 
was incredibly thick. Its woolen cover was dyed an ugly shade of brown color. 
Making it seem like the hide of an animal. 

“Follow me, Brother Porcupine. I have something to show you.” 

I was hesitant. Even the cold, almost angry demeanor of the real 
Baron was more trustworthy than the twisted distortion of Baron standing in 
front of me. 

Baron’s fatherly eyes beckoned for me to follow in step with him. 
Eventually, I gave into their gaze. Baron turned fully and started walking back 
down the carpet through the aisles of robed men. I quickly got in step behind 
him, following him at a slight distance. 

As 1 passed by the rows of robed men again, I noticed they had 
changed. At first, they had been busy at work, scribbling away on their pieces 
of paper. However, this time, they had stopped writing and now were all 
sitting upright, staring intensely at me. As I passed rows and rows of them, I 
could feel their shaip gaze pressing down on my back, making my hair stand 
on end. I imagined that one of them was following me, ready to tackle me or 
grab me. 

I whipped my head around to see nothing. Fortunately, none of them 
were following me. Not only that but they had never been watching me in the 
first place. All of their hands were bent over their work once more, scribbling 
away at their pieces of paper. 

I turned my head back in front of me. Up ahead, Baron was entering 
the hallway which I had originally emerged from into the large room. I picked 
up the pace and jogged over to him so that I wouldn’t lose him. Eventually, I 
was walking right behind him. 

We approached one of the unopened doors on the left of the dimly lit 
hallway. The door which I had come out of was hanging open farther down 



79 


the hall. With the quick ringing of a key chain’s keys rattling against each 
other, Baron unlocked the closed door and opened it. A whining metal sound 
resounded through the hallway as the door opened, revealing the secrets 
behind it. 

At first, what had been behind the door was shrouded by darkness. As 
the door swung wider, the darkness receded and the light poured into the 
newly opened space. What the light had revealed was a staircase. A staircase 
descending down into oppressive darkness. At the very bottom of the 
staircase, some fifteen feet away, was another door. This door, however, was 
metal. Its grey metallic surface contrasted greatly with the wooden planks 
lining the walls, floor, and ceiling of the stairwell. 

Written above the stairs on a sign hanging down from the ceiling was 
a phrase in some strange foreign language. 1 could tell that its letters were the 
same as those used in English, however, they were arranged much differently. 

“Follow me,” Baron said in a low voice. I was hesitant again. 

Baron slowly descended the wooden steps. They creaked as his bare 
feet put pressure on them. I followed from a distance, descending the steps as 
well. The wooden steps felt cold against my feet; almost impossibly cold. 1 
shivered at the coldness that ran through my feet and up through my legs, 
eventually penetrating my warm heart. 

As we got to the bottom of the stairs, the coldness became 
all-encompassing. It was just cold enough to send shivers down my spine, but 
not cold enough to be overbearing. I was held in a half warm-half cold state as 
someone with only a bedsheet but no proper blanket would be. 

With a whining groan, the metal door swung open slowly. Behind it 
lay a brick-laden room, stretching twenty feet far and wide. Many different 
corridors and hallways broke off from various points of the room, making it 
seem like the entrance of a maze. A constant mist slowly drifted throughout 
the room, making it hard to distinguish fine details of the complex. 
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Baron gestured for me to step into the room, looking at me as he did 
so. 1 followed his advice and promptly walked out into the center of the room 
in order to gauge my surroundings better. 1 turned away from Baron and 
peered down a hallway that led off into a dark unknown. 

Baron then spoke behind me. 

“Porcupine," he said in a grim voice. “A great pestilence has fallen 
unto this land. A great pestilence indeed." 

I peered down the hallway, continuing the conversation with Baron. 

“What kind of pestilence, brother Baron?” 

His voice grew harsh. 

“A disease," He paused. “A plague! A plague has cast its wretched 
hand over us.” This was not the Baron I had known. This Baron was angry, 
temperamental, yet still oddly father-like. He had raised his harsh voice to a 
volume much beyond what I had normally known Baron to speak at. 

“What shall we do, brother Baron?" 

“Eradicate it." His voice started to draw near. He was slowly creeping 
towards me. My neck hair stood on end once again. “We must eliminate this 
pestilence at once. We are the soldiers of the lord. We are the great protectors. 
We are the scourge of the damned. The scourge of the diseased.” Whoever 
Baron was; a monk or missionary, he didn’t seem to sound very holy or 
god-like. His voice inched closer and closer, nearing the back of my neck. It 
felt as though at any moment he would suddenly grab my neck and thrust me 
to the ground. This was not the Baron I had known, this thing was much more 
hostile; A much more evil Baron. 

I couldn’t resist it. I whipped around to face Baron. 

This most definitely wasn’t the Baron I had known. This was a 
different Baron. 

Scattered upon Baron’s face were red sores. They dotted his now 
emaciated face, making him look like a sickly old man. Baron’s posture had 
changed as well. Instead of the strong, upright figure he usually boasted, there 
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was a hunched over, slim figure replacing it. He looked like a hospital patient, 
the only difference being the hospital gown was replaced by a now much too 
big woolen robe. Baron stared at me, letting out a wheezing cough into his 
hand as he did so. 

I heard movement behind me. It was just a flicker as the torchlight 
filling the basement was disrupted as a large shadow breezed past it. I felt the 
presence of two people, both standing behind me to my left and right. From 
what I could sense they must’ve been a few feet away from me. 

My sensings were confirmed when I felt a strong grip press down on 
my left shoulder. The feeling of a warm hand resided over me. I then tried to 
react. 

With a burst of movement, I tried to escape the vice-like grip but a 
pair of hands grabbed me from my right. I struggled, trying to squeeze through 
them like a greased hog. Unfortunately, the tightened grip had clenched hard 
enough on my arm and I was unable to free myself. 

Then came the grip on the left-hand side. As I tried to swing my left 
arm out to turn myself, another pair of hands caught my arm in a death grip 
and 1 became fully bound. 1 struggled, desperately trying to free myself from 
my unseen captors behind me. 

Ahead of me, Baron watched on in grim satisfaction. His expression, 
as well as his plague-stricken face, made him seem like an alien of some sort. 
His dead eyes removed the last touch of humanity from his grim expression. 
The dead eyes, penetrating and ever-concentrating, bore into my soul like 
toothed drills. 1 recoiled from his iron gaze, trying to turn around and see the 
figures behind me. 

I was unable to turn my head fully but I was, however, able to glance 
at the figure to my left. He was wearing a hooded cloak, shielding the top part 
of his head, and casting a shadow over the lower part of his head. 

The two men holding me gave me a tug and swung me around to face 
the opposite end of the basement. It was then that they started walking forward 
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into one of the dark tunnels at the other end of the basement. I heard Baron 
walk in step behind us, bringing up the rear. 

We entered the darkness of the tunnel, the light behind us 
disappearing entirely. We made our way blindly through the tunnel, however, 

I sensed that the men behind me, as well as Baron, knew exactly where we 
were all going. Eventually, the light slowly faded back in ahead of us. 

We entered a dim room. Completely circular, with small round 
windows dotting the upper portions of the walls. They all let in a cold light, 
much unlike the warm yellow light I had seen earlier. The room was barren, 
devoid of any furniture or features, except for a small three foot by three foot 
circular stone cover resting on the ground. It lay over the tiled floor, 
contrasting in an ugly way with the almost elegant tiling. 

The men led me over to the stone cover before pausing in front of it. 1 
eyed it, wondering what secrets lay beneath its benign exterior. Footsteps 
sounded out through the room and Baron entered my field of perception. He 
hobbled to my right over to the stone cover, looking much like an old man 
struggling to walk. Although his appearance was outwardly malicious, it 
almost frightened me to see Baron in a state of such weakness. 

Baron was strong. Baron was infallible. If Baron was weak then we 
were all weak. 

A grinding sound erupted through the room, bouncing off the walls 
before rebounding back into my eardrums. Baron was leaning over the metal 
cover, his fingers white with exertion as he pulled violently on the heavy stone 
cover. The sleeves of his robe were pulled back to reveal his skinny pale arms. 
His spindly fingers looked like the legs of a spider, their veins and tendons 
bulging outwards. 

The stone started to budge slightly as Baron made an awful grunting 
noise of great exertion. As the stone was slowly pulled back by the sickly 
Baron, a hole was slowly revealed. The dim light of the room crept into the 
dark hill, filling it piece by piece. 
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As the drain cover opened, I could see that the hole was hellishly 
filthy. Human sewage lined the bottom of the hole, giving off an extremely 
ra nk smell which made my other senses go numb as well. 

Eventually, the exhausted Baron was able to fully pull open the stone 
cover to reveal the hole in its entirety. 

“I’m sorry, my son, but I have to do this," said Baron in a broken 
voice. “You would understand if you could only see what I see." 

One of the men standing behind me gave me a rapid shove in the 
direction of the hole. I stumbled towards it, teetering on the edge. I regained 
my balance right over the edge of the hole but another violent shove sent me 
falling into it. 

I landed delicately on my feet, feeling the cold sewage pressing 
against them lightly as I stood in the refuse filled hole. 1 looked back up at my 
captors to see that the two men had disappeared, leaving on the emaciated 
Baron standing above me. 

He had changed again this time. He looked the same, only this time he 
was holding a long instrument in his. The long instrument happened to be a 
crude iron sword. Its shaip pointed down on me, ordering me to remain in the 
hole. 

“I’m sorry, my son." 

Baron walked cautiously over to where he had dragged the stone 
cover off, keeping the shaip point of the sword aimed at me. He then quickly 
knelt down and started pushing the stone cover back over the hole. 
Unfortunately, unlike the slow struggle it had taken for Baron to open the 
hole, he now had a sudden burst of energy and started rapidly shutting the 
hole. 

I watched in horror as the light coming from the dim roomed 
decreased, fading out like a moon past its prime point in the month. At first, it 
becomes a waning gibbous, then eventually a half-moon, waning crescent, and 
finally nothing. 
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The oppressive darkness surrounded me once more. I had gotten used 
to that sensation. The sensation of complete unknowing. The sensation of 
complete safety yet danger. That was the beautiful thing about complete 
darkness: It was the great neutralizer. It set the odds even and put everyone at 
a disadvantage. I had gotten used to that in my short time at the station. 

I was the lord of darkness; master of the unknown. 
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LOST 


Silence. Darkness. I couldn’t see nor hear again. 

My vision, blacked out by the lack of light, was searching desperately 
for some kind of source of light to catch on. My hearing, almost completely 
muffled, was searching for a skitter or creak to listen to. 

My sense of touch was off as well. 1 couldn’t feel anything; not my 
clothes, not my helmet, not the soft cold surface I was laying on. It still felt 
like my consciousness was freely floating in space, waiting for some source of 
attraction to pull me in and ground me to it. 

Eventually, something caught; something snags the ground, as it 
always ends up doing. 

My vision slowly faded in. The scene around me unraveled slowly, 
taking its time. As my vision improved, my first perception was the intense 
yellow light pulsating down from above me. I squinted my blurry vision, 
trying to get a better look at it. As my vision cleared, the yellow light slowly 
condensed into a small circular object. The yellow light ended abruptly, but its 
remains emanated off of all sides of the circle. Again my vision shaipened, 
and the distinct border of the circular overhead light over my head became 
clear. 
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I tried to move my arm to block out the intense light but found 1 
couldn’t. My body, for some reason, still felt oddly immobile. It wasn’t as if 
my body simply wasn’t strong enough to move, it just felt like I had woken up 
my brain but not my body. As much as I tried, I couldn’t will my arm to move. 

My hearing started to clear as well, the ambient background noise of 
the station’s various services poured back into my brain. The dull hum 
resonated throughout my ear cavity. It was comforting, the hum; giving me a 
sense of comfort that maybe I was, in fact, awake. 

I suddenly remembered my dream. My strange dream. All the details- 
Baron, the hole, the robed men, the sewage, came back to me at once. I was 
glad to rid myself of it. The dream had left a bitter taste in my mouth. That of 
sour milk and rot. For a second I couldn’t tell if that taste was imaginary or if I 
had somehow contracted the disease. 

Luckily my helmet was still on, its filter preventing any harm fill 
airborne bacteria or other disgusting plagues from entering my lungs and 
slowly purging my system. It didn’t seem to be cracked or anything, but I was 
still worried that somehow it had been tampered with. Worried that the 
unknown angels who had been standing over me had removed it then put it 
back on, briefly exposing me to the deadly air. 

Finally, my sense of touch faded back in and I became acutely aware 
of where I was in space. My hands pressed down against the surface I lay on. 

A cold sensation ran through my hands as well as my back and legs. 

Whatever I was lying on was soft. It felt like some kind of mattress or 
bed, giving away to the touch of the hand before returning to its normal place 
after the hand had retreated. I squeezed it with my hand and felt that it was 
squishy and responded to the touch. But why was it so damn cold? 

I sat up quickly in the air. It was then that I heard a god awful noise. A 
noise that made my hair stand on end and my nerves explode, killing all sense 
of movement in my body. A noise that made my heartbeat spike up and my 
breathing increase. 
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A small squishing sound, like that of some gelatinous object, sounded 
out as I sat up quickly. It made my hand clench up in a fist. 

The clenching of my fist was the second hint. As it shot close from my 
tenseness, I felt resistance and then another wet squishing sound. It was 
disgusting. I raised my hand up to my face to look at, fearing what was in it. 

Red. Dark red. 

The front side of my hand, the part covered in thick leather, was 
coated in a dark red liquid. A liquid that was drying at a rapid rate into the 
material of my glove. It slowly soaked in, settling into its new home. 

It was blood. It had to be blood. It had to be. 

That was what set me off. I shot my vision down to my legs, squinting 
at what was under them. What was previously unknown to me up until that 
point became known. And boy did it become known. 
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BODIES 


I almost laughed. Not out of hilarity, but out of nervous horror. 

So that’s why it was so damn squishy. 

My legs were resting on a torso. Unfortunately, it was not a living 
torso. Rather one that had been bloodied; cut off at both ends, leaving just the 
torso. The arms were missing as well, taken out of the righteous place which 
was normally connected to the torso. Where the arms used to be was a mass of 
bloody meat. There were various cuts and bruises scattered along the chest 
area. It made it look like someone had run it partially through a paper 
shredder. 

To the right of the mutilated torso was one of the arms I had been 
looking for. It lay two feet to the right of the coipse in a half-bent position. 
There were spindly bits of meat hanging out of the ripped off part of the arm. 
The jaggedness of the ripped area made it seem as if the arm had just been 
ripped off without any kind of sharp tools or other dangerous implements. 

A pool of dried blood surrounded both the torso and the arm lying on 
the ground. It encircled me entirely like a massive blood lake. 

A trail of long intestines wrapped itself around the base of the torso 
furthest away from me. It started, then looped around in both directions like a 
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coil, passing by me on both sides. I turned my head and followed the trail of 
intestine around my body and then looked down at what the rest of my body 
was sitting on. 

Underneath my butt was another carcass, this one slightly more 
resembling of an actual living human. There was a torso that 1 was resting on; 
connecting then to mutilated legs. Unfortunately, however, the connection was 
thin at best. Instead of being completely connected, the legs and torso were 
held together by thin bits of skin and other bodily masses. It looked as if the 
body had been run over by a train right down the middle, separating the upper 
and lower body into two different masses. 

A similarly large pool of blood was clumped around this body. 

Making the lake extend in front and behind me fully. Various other entrails 
were littered around the two main coipses, serving as a sort of side for the 
main dish. 

I whipped my head around, searching rapidly for a head to one of the 

bodies. 

Oh god- please don’t let there be a head... 

Fortunately- or maybe unfortunately, I didn’t find one. Whoever did 
this had either decided to hide the head or keep it. I couldn’t seem to figure out 
which was worse. 

The first sensation I had felt while witnessing the scene in front of me 
was shock. The kind of shock trauma victims would experience, only mine 
was entirely in the mind, my physical being remaining unharmed. The next 
sensation was that of disbelief; confusion. I couldn’t understand how 
something like this could happen. They told us the training they had given us 
could prepare us for something even as grotesque as this. 

It did not. 

The next sensation was that of horror, then that of overpowering 
nausea. My body felt like it wanted to erupt whatever food was left inside of 
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me. It had to get out; it must get out. But luckily I was able to suppress the 
urge. No use in getting vomit all over my visor again. 

It was so lucked. So unbelievably lucked. Unbelievably unbelievable. 

I shook my head; smacked it. 

The scene was so grotesque, so grotesque I hadn’t even noticed the 
dark figure lying across from me in the comer. I hadn’t even noticed his dark 
skinny form, laying up against the wall. His dark skinny figure with some kind 
of communication device in his hand. 

The skinny man sitting across from me hadn’t noticed me yet, too 
caught up in whatever conversation he was partaking in. His lips moved up 
and down, forming countless unheard and unknown words. He nodded at the 
person he was talking to, making casual gestures every now and then. 

It was an interesting scene playing out in front of me. A man talking 
to no one. 


APPLY FOR THE INTERSTELLAR MARINE CORPS. 
WE NEED SOLDIERS LIKE YOU. 

OFF PLANET MISSIONS. 

GO EXPLORE THE UNIVERSE. 


GOOD PAY. 
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STRAIGHTFORWARD. 


I chuckled to myself watching the scene play out in front of me. I 
recalled one of the many ads I had seen about the Interstellar Marines. It was 
all so funny. 

“Straightforward”- it had been anything but straightforward. The 
roller coaster of a mission I was on felt like a bad joke. It felt like a 
never-ending nightmare, yet one that was twisted ever so slightly to seem 
almost comedic. It was too unbelievable to be entirely scary. Too unbelievable 
that it caused a kind of humorous reaction every once in a while. The things I 
had seen in the past few hours were inconceivable; impossible to even 
imagine. They were inhuman. 

I stared at the man in front of me, talking to no one. He chatted away 
at his ghostly companion. I was just a mere spectator; a mere eavesdropper. 

It was then that my brain finally got working. It kicked itself into gear, 
something I had gotten unconsciously used to throughout my marine training. 

I had to assess my situation, find what I had at my disposal and go from there. 

The first thing I had to do was find a way to escape. I looked around 
the room I was in. On both sides of the room, to my left and right, there were 
two doors. They both looked completely similar: grey, plain, and with a small 
number combination which noted which was which. It would be easy to get 
lost here. 

I then realized I would have to figure out exactly where these angels 
had taken me. I needed to figure that out in order to rendezvous with the rest 
of my team wherever they may have been. 

Click. 



92 


I tapped the button for the comms in my helmet. Trying to see if 
somehow I could contact Baron. With a grumble, the static of the open 
frequency rattled through my eardrums. 

“This is Porcupine. Does anyone copy?” 

Nothing. 

“Does anyone copy. I repeat: does anyone copy?” 

Still nothing, just the static tingle of the open frequency. I heard a 
shuffle from across the room. 

“Porcupine, huh.” 

I shot my head up across the room. The man slouched up against the 
wall across from me had spoken. 1 squinted at him. Upon closer inspection of 
him, I noticed a few more things about him. 

All across his body were red sores, the same red sores I had seen on 
Baron in my dream. They sprouted across his skin like a fucked-up version of 
chickenpox. His face, a sickly green, was staring at me. His eyes, a sickly red, 
tore into my soul. His deep gaze was frightening, bone-chilling. It told me 
everything 1 did and would ever need to know about him for the rest of his 
short life. 

This was a dying man. But not a desperate one. This was a man who 
knew he was going to die, likely in the next few hours or days. This was a man 
who had given up. A man who had accepted his fate and truly started living. A 
man whose life had just begun. 

I had barely heard his voice, a raspy whisper, against the static of my 
comms. His voice had struggled to reach my ears. It had struggled to make it 
out of his mouth. It was the whisper of a man who had everything to say and 
no time to say it. 

Everything in my body screamed no. My muscles froze up, not 
wanting to move. My inner conscious shouted at me to run; to get the fiick out 
of there before this sick bastard suddenly stands up and rips me to shreds with 
his sickly arms. 
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But I couldn’t resist it. I took a slow step towards him, stepping over 
the decrepit body under me. I made a face of confusion, although he wouldn’t 
have been able to tell because of my opaque visor. 

“Excuse me?” 1 said hesitantly, probing him to explain. 

“Porcupine, huh,” he repeated. The man’s mouth crept into a 
disgusting smile, revealing his half-filled mouth of rotten teeth. 

“You’re gonna die out here, Porcupine." 

I took another step forward. 

“Excuse me?” 

He shook his head. 

“There’s no escape, Porcupine. No escape from it." 

One more step. I was now standing five feet away from him. It was 
now that I was starting to notice more things about his figure: his rotting skin, 
the outline of his bones, his various scabs. 

“You’re going to die here, Porcupine. Die here on this forsaken station 
out in the middle of fuck-all nowhere.” 

He had raised his voice significantly. 

“You’re wrong,” I barked back at him, surprised at my own anger. 

“That’s what I thought too. But then it hits you: the plague. It starts 
small, just a sore throat. Soon you want to claw your fucking windpipe out”. 

I looked at his throat, seeing various claw marks caused by unclipped 
fingernails. So he wasn’t lying. 

“Then it spreads, eating away slowly at your insides, turning you into 
a hollow piece of shit. It turns you into a fucking taxidermic display”. 

Another step closer. 

“I thought I could beat. That’s what the Elders told me. ‘Pray every 
day and you’ll make it through. We’ll all make it through together’.” 

The Elders? Maybe I couldn’t trust this guy after all. 

“It’s bullshit is what it is. It’s a scary feeling, you know, feeling your 
insides slowly rot, failing you at every turn.” 
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Another step. 

“I’ve been pissing blood for the past few weeks. Been coughing it up 
too. Starting to believe the only fluid left in me is blood." 

I was towering over him. Standing right in front of his mangled feet. 1 
slowly lowered myself down to his level, crouching right in front of him. He 
stared at me. 

“I’ve given up. Settled in for the slow dying.” 

He went silent, perhaps focusing all his attention on trying to breathe. 
His chest heaved up and down in slow, unsteady rhythm, gasping to take in 
air. 

“But you. You come in here thinking you’re gonna make it. 1 see you, 
your judging eyes behind that ugly mask." 

What? 

“You think you’re better than me, don’t you? You think you’re gonna 
make it out of this hell hole and I’m going to die here alone. Asshole. Well, 
the thing is, right. The thing is you and I are both gonna die here. We’re both 
gonna end up rotting here in the same god damn way.” 

I raised my arm up beside. It was almost an automatic movement. I 
had raised it up alongside my head, the palm of my glove opened up facing 
him. My arm and hand had arranged themselves in a way in which to slap him. 
However, my brain had stopped itself from executing the move. 

The dying man’s eyes slowly looked over at my wound up hand 
before peacefully floating back to my face. An evil smile slowly formed on his 
lips. 

A gurgling sound built up in the man’s throat and with a large 
expulsion, he shot a dense wad of blood out of his mouth and onto my visor. 
The part-mucus, part-blood mixture hit my visor and splattered all across it. It 
had taken me by surprise so much so that I had barely noticed that my arm, 
stationed before at my side, was now directly on a path towards the man’s 
face. 
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I felt the impact through my shoulder as the palm of my hand made 
contact with the sickly man’s face. It all happened so quickly. My left hand 
came across, my right hand coming up to my visor and wiping off the 
disgusting bloody mixture. My legs moved in tandem as I stood up, moving 
me away from the man. 

The movements stopped and my vision cleared, revealing the man 
sitting on the ground again. His position had remained unchanged, yet the 
effects of the slap were quite clear. 

Pulsating out of his damaged vocal pipes came hysterical, 
all-enveloping laughter. His heart flew to his chest as he heaved and his eyes 
closed. 

The man leaned back slowly, sliding to the right off of the wall and 
onto the floor. It was then that I realized what he had done. His laughter 
started to cease, tapering off as the hand on his chest went limp. His jawline 
went slack. 

His eyes slowly became unfocused, fading out of reality. The gentle 
heaves of his chest stopped, leaving an all-encompassing silence I had gotten 
used to. His limp figure lay on the ground before me, his last emotion that of 
euphoric laughter. 

I raised my shaking hand up to my face slowly. I inspected the palm 
of my hand. 

Had the slap of my own hand really taken a life? No. He was already dying. I 
did him a favor, really; ended his suffering quicker. I couldn’t figure out why I 
was debating the morality of my slap. As if the entire mission wasn’t immoral. 

“Go onto a foreign station and decide in the span of twenty-four hours 
if the hundreds of people residing on it should be disposed of or not”. It was 
sickening. Only then did I realize the absurdity of our mission. I shouldn’t 
have been here. I didn’t belong on this god-forsaken ship. I was an outsider. A 
foreigner. 
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I still couldn’t figure out why I was questioning the morality of the 
slap. Had I not dumped an entire magazine of deadly SMG rounds into a few 
people mere hours ago? 

Wait- Hours ago? 

I had no idea how long it had been since I had been out. Hours? Days? 
It was all an enigma. Had Baron and the rest of my teammates left without 
even thinking of rescuing me? 

If they had, any minute the station could be bombarded with a few 
nuclear missiles; blown into the depths of space and burying the horrible 
plague with it. Maybe the dead man was right. Me and him were the same. 
Two helpless souls waiting to either be slowly destroyed by the deadly plague 
or blown to smithereens and left to float endlessly throughout space for all of 
eternity. 

No. Fuck that. Fuck him. He gave up; lost all hope. I still had time. 

I would find a way out, meet back up with Baron, and leave. Maybe 
I’d blow the station up anyways as a departing gift. What was there left to 
save anyway? From what I had seen, this place was already as good as gone. 
The only people who seemed to still be alive were feral, closer to animals than 
humans. 

And then there were the “Elders”. I wracked my brain, trying to find 
some familiarity with the term. My mind then flashed quickly back to that 
awful headache. My collapse. And then the slow ride up the elevator. 

There had been three figures standing over me, the Elders perhaps? 
The figures in my memory seemed more like angels. But maybe the Elders 
were angels. It wasn’t any more unbelievable than the things I had already 
witnessed on the station. 
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MY SALVATION, AT LAST 


A familiar noise sounded out through my helmet. The crackling of my 
comms frequency. 

“This is Hobbes, I copy." 

I couldn’t believe it. 

“You read me?” 

“I do. Porcupine. Where have you been?” 

“No fucking clue. How long since we split up? Where’s Jekyll?” 

“Been 18 hours. You’ve been out for a long tucking time." 

“What about Jekyll?” 

“Injured. We found him in the power core complex. Someone stabbed 
him right through the gut. We got him patched up for now. Where the tuck are 
you?” 

Where the fuck was I? 

“No idea. Jekyll and I got separated after these people attacked us-” 

“Wait- what people?” 

My tone darkened. 

“Hobbes. There’s some crazy shit happening on this station.” 

I paused for a second. The back of my spine tingled. I whipped my 
head around, trying to shake the feeling of being watched. 



98 


“There’s shit happening here that you don’t wanna get into. Jekyll and 
I got attacked somewhere in the power core complex. The people here, they’re 
not normal. They’re fucking animals. The disease makes them insane, 
absolutely insane." 

“We haven’t encountered anybody. Are you sure?” 

“I’m god damn sure. A few attacked me once I got out of the 
complex. Got hit with the worst headache I ever experienced. A bunch of 
people were staring down on me. They looked like angels.” 

“Wait, wait-” 

“I came to in the room I’m in right now. No idea how I got here or 
how much time has passed." 

“Okay. We might be able to track you. Got that?” 

“Copy." 

The static cut out momentarily. I was alone again, but not for too long. 
Eventually, it resumed. Hobbes’ soothing voice filling the empty room. 

“Alright, Sara’s managed to get a read on your location." 

“Where the hell am I?” 

“One second, she’s feeding it through.” 

More static. 

“Oh shit." 

“What?” 

“No. No. That can’t be right." 

“What is it?” 

“You’re on the other side of the damn station." 

I inhaled sharply. 

“What? How?” 

“Whoever did this must’ve been booking it." 

I heard Hobbes mutter to himself. 

“Tram H... Pod d... Porcupine, you still there?” 

“Yeah. What?” 
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“Alright we know how you can get back here.” 

“Hit me.” 

“Alright, the station’s divided into four pods. We landed with the 
Megalodon on Pod B.” 

“Yeah.” 

“You’re in Pod C.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“You’ll have to take the inter-pod tram back to Pod B. We’ll meet you 
there. Are you able to talk to Sara? We’ll make sure she relays the directions 
to you." 

1 hadn’t even thought to check whether Sara was able to talk to me. I 
had gotten so used to the constant silence that 1 didn’t even think to check. 

“Sara. You there?” 

“Copy, Marine.” 

“Have you been with me this whole time?” 

“One second.” 

Sara stopped speaking for a moment. Her computer was quickly 
processing the information I had just given her. 

“I can’t remember. The memory does not exist.” 

I inhaled sharply again. That seemed implausible. Sara never failed; 
she couldn’t. She must’ve malfunctioned from some kind of electronic 
disturbance. But what kind? It didn’t seem as if anyone on this station could 
set up something so elaborate. It didn’t matter. Either way, Sara was with me 
now. I pressed my comms button again. 

“Sara’s online. It’s weird- she has no memory of the last 18 hours. 
Can’t seem to recall the events that happened before I got here.” 

“That’s strange. We can figure it out later. Get to the Pod C tram 
station as soon as possible. Take it back over to Pod B and we’ll meet you at 
the exit of the tram. Understood?” 

“Got it.” 
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“Alright. Over and out, Porcupine.” 

The static ended abruptly and I was left in silence again. It was a bit 
more comforting knowing my comms worked. Before, it felt like I had been 
entirely alone. It was stupid to think that my fellow Marines had abandoned 
me on the station. 

My task was simple: quickly get to the tram station, ride it back over 
to Pod B, and reunite with my squad. From there, we could recover the team 
that ITO sent in and get the hell off of this hellhole. 

“Are you ready, Marine?” Sara asked. 

“I’m ready. Give me some info, Sara. " Sara paused for a second, her 
computer analyzing the floor plans of the station. 

“Alright. You are currently located in one of the various sectors 
throughout Pod C: Residential Sector B4. The inter-pod tram station is located 
in Cargo Sector B4, directly adjacent to Residential Sector B4. The door on 
your left leads to the main residential avenue. You can follow that down to the 
exit of the sector. I’ll give you directions as you go. Move out, Marine.” 

With that, Sara’s voice cut out. It was time to get focused. I had a 
direct mission ahead of me, no obstructions or obscure tasks. Just get to the 
ham station and get the hell out. 

I reached around my shoulder to grab my SMG from off my back. My 
hand faltered and I remembered. My hand reached further around my back, 
trying desperately to grab at something to use as a weapon. It came back with 
nothing. 

I was without a weapon. Both my SMG and pistol were gone; likely 
taken by whoever had brought me here. The playing field had been leveled: I 
couldn’t shoot, I could only run, hide, or fight with my hands or whatever else 
I found along the way. 

But then again, the playing field wasn’t leveled. I was a marine. I had 
training, combat knowledge. I had the advantage. That gave me courage; 
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knowing that my training would still tip the advantage in my favor. I had to 
get moving. 

I crept over to the door to my left, the one that led to the main avenue. 
As I stepped up next to the door, 1 leaned the side of my helmet up against it, 
hoping I could hear something through the metal door. Unfortunately, as I 
listened, silence listened back at me and 1 gained nothing. 

I removed my head from the side of the door, readying myself in case 
of a sudden ambush or onslaught. 1 placed my hand on the door handle, 
pressing down and unlatching it from the door slot. Silently, 1 opened the 
door, a high pitched metal squeak being let out as 1 did so. 

The space behind the door widened and widened as it slowly swung 
open. I kept my body compact, ready to spring forward or backward at any 
sign of an attack. Luckily none came, as the door opened wider and wider, 
revealing the space behind it. 

The door led to a long hallway. More specifically: A long cold metal 
hallway. The hallway itself was entirely mundane. Sheet metal spanning its 
floor and ceiling; left and right walls as well. A thin strip of fluorescent 
lighting cut the ceiling in half and illuminated the room in a dull white glow. 

That was the mundane part. The interesting part, however, was quite 
different. 

Plastered along both walls, left and right were two long canvases. 

Both of the canvases spanned from nearly the beginning of the hallway to the 
end. The canvases themselves were made of rough, bristly material. They 
were a weird shade of yellow-brown, looking akin to a medieval parchment or 
scroll. 

More interesting than the canvases themselves was what was on them. 
Scrawled in blood-red letters lining both of the walls was the word “Visitor”. 
Each letter of the word being at least two feet tall and two feet long. 
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The red letters were dripping slightly, forming red lines that ran down 
the walls and onto the floor, condensing into small puddles. The red text 
resembled that of blood. 1 wouldn’t have been surprised if it was. 

Who was the so-called “Visitor”. Me? My squad? Someone else? 

And who had put it here? The angels who had abducted me, perhaps. 
Maybe some of the other various feral beings that inhabited the station. 1 
shook my head, trying to retain focus. All I had to do was get down to the end 
of the hallway and take the main street all the way to the end of the residential 
sector, then go from there. 

1 jogged quickly over to the opposite door and placed my hand on the 
handle. I wasted no opportunity this time and swung the door open quickly, 
preparing for any kind of attacker or hostile. As the metal door swung open, it 
revealed the main street behind it. 

Another door, similar to the one I had opened, lay across the street 
from me. It likely led to a similar room as the one I had just been in. The 
entire station seemed so uniform. It felt like every room was an identical piece 
in a gigantic jigsaw puzzle. Without a map or any other kind of direction, it 
would be easy to quickly get lost in the labyrinthine nature of the station. 

The door opened fully and I cautiously stepped out into the main 
“street”. It wasn’t really a street at all. It more closely resembled a hallway; a 
large one at that. The ceiling was raised to an awkward, unnatural height: big 
enough to not feel cramped, but small enough that the hallway didn’t 
necessarily feel spacious. The large hallway was lined with metal doors on 
either side. 

Some had been opened whereas others had been left seemingly untouched. 

I noticed that it was dark. The well-lit hallway I had exited illuminated 
my general close surroundings, but beyond that, the hallway I had entered was 
dimly lit. 
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I looked to my left and to my right. In both directions, the light 
completely faded out before I could catch a glimpse of a possible break or 
ending in the long street. 

The hallway shocked me with how simple and desolate it was. 
Throughout the entire distance stretching from left to right, there was not a 
single out of place or interesting feature to look at. It was doors. Doors 
separated by sections of metal wall, and then more doors. The only way to 
even identify which door was which was through a minuscule plaque that was 
stamped on the left side of each door at head height. Beyond that, they were 
all the same. 

“We can take the street all the way to your left. From there, we can 
transfer over to the cargo sector,” Sara’s voice commanded me over the radio. 

I turned to my left, making sure the coast was clear once more and started 
quickly walking down to the street. 

I passed door after door as I made my way down the large hallway. 
They flew by in my peripheral vision, all being left in the dust. I tried not to 
look behind me, hoping no one was following me. 

The hallway seemed to be around three meters wide. Wide enough to 
feel like an actual street, yet still making me feel enclosed and unsafe. It 
would still be fairly easy for one or two people to evenly space themselves and 
block my path on both sides. I tried not to think about it too hard. 

Eventually, far off in my vision, the end of the hallway seemed to 
appear out of the darkness. It was a large opening, spanning from the floor to 
the ceiling, with two big doors opened on either side. It dwarfed all the other 
doors in the sector, obviously signifying that it was an important door. The 
room it led to was still obscured by the darkness. I tried to squint in order to 
get a better view of the room behind but it was to no avail. 

As 1 neared the exit of the Residential Sector, I caught a noise in my 
peripheral hearing. It was distinctive, a noise I could recognize anywhere. 1 
heard the clunk of someone opening a door behind me. It sounded like it came 
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from behind me and to my left, likely from the door on that I had just passed 
on my left-hand side. 

I stopped in my tracks, ready to turn around and catch a glimpse of 
who had opened the door. 1 readied myself, preparing to either bolt for the exit 
which now lay twenty meters from me, or give a good swing with my fist. 

Who was it who had entered the hallway behind me? 

One of those feral people I had seen in loincloths? 

Another plague-ridden motherfucker? 

The people who had written the red messages? 

The person that emerged from the doorway was not some scantily clad 
murderer, nor was it a heavenly looking angel like the ones who had abducted 
me. It was an adolescent girl, maybe six or seven years old. 

I took a step back. I was not prepared to deal with this. The little girl 
stepped out into the hallway. It was then that I started to notice more about 
her, just like I had with the dying man I had seen previously. 

Similarly to almost everyone I had seen so far, she was plague-ridden. 
There were various sores and blisters on her face and arms. Her eyes were a 
sickly shade of yellow that made me want to puke. She walked in a hunched 
over, painful-looking way. Her clothes looked so dirty that parts of them were 
entirely brown. I couldn’t smell anything with the filtered air coming from my 
helmet, but I assumed that the smell coming off of her wasn’t exactly pleasant. 

The little girl turned and looked up at me. Her face was scrunched up; 
she was in obvious agony. She looked at me with pleading eyes. I didn’t know 
what to do. My body had frozen out of fear. It was strange. I had taken on 
psychotic killers with weapons, but 1 couldn’t get my body to respond when 
looking at a little girl who posed no threat to me. 

She tried to speak, her damaged vocal cords letting out harsh, raspy 


words. 
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“Excuse me, Sir. Can you help me?” She struggled to get the words 
out. This girl was doomed. The disease had already damaged her body to the 
point of no return. It was sickening. 

“What- do you need help with?” 1 managed to squeak out. 1 didn’t 
know how I could feasibly help this little girl. She was as good as dead 
anyway considering how hard everything seemed for her. It looked like it 
strained her just to breathe. 

She remained silent, not answering my question. Her watchful eyes 
grazed me, paralyzing me in my fearful stupor. She also remained unmoving, 
seemingly mirroring my own frozen body. 

My mind then flashed back to the dream I had during my abduction. 
The dream about Baron and the robed men. 1 remembered staring at him when 
I heard the men standing behind me. I was staring at the little girl in exactly 
the same manner. A chill ran down my spine as I realized this. The scenarios 
had been almost mirrored. 

Right on cue, the sound of a door opening resonated from behind me. 
My body remained frozen but also tensed up, readying itself for action. I was a 
coiled spring, ready to be unleashed upon whoever, or whatever was standing 
behind me. 1 just had to wait for the right moment. I just had to launch at the 
most unexpected time. 

Footsteps clattered out of the door and came to a pause a few feet 
behind me. Whoever had stepped out into the corridor behind me was waiting 
for something. They could’ve easily reached out and grabbed me. 

I focused back on the little girl in front of me. Was the person behind 
me waiting for a cue from her? I inspected her movements closely, hoping to 
catch a glimpse of a hand movement or other signal. Unfortunately, I never 
found one. 

The sound of another door opening resonated throughout the corridor 
again, this time coming from in front of me. Behind the little girl, a person 
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stepped out from a doorway on the left. I first caught a glimpse of their leg, 
then their full body came into view. 

The person who had stepped out of the door made me recall a familiar 
image. The figure, likely a man, was almost completely naked, his only 
covering being the loincloth strapped around his waist. The man was filthy, 
covered in crusted grime and sewage, as well as blood and other bodily fluids. 
His dirty hair hung past his shoulders, extending down likely to his mid-hack. 
Everything about the man in front of me felt primitive. This feeling was 
echoed by the station’s overall presence. 

The station seemed to have an air of primitiveness. Everything seemed 
to have returned to its original state of being. Everything seemed to have 
stagnated and wallowed in its own filth. It struck me as funny considering that 
the station itself, a piece of high-tech machinery that could perpetually keep its 
inhabitants alive, was populated by such savage and primitive beings. 

But at the same time, 1 couldn’t hate the inhabitants of the station for 
their condition. Was it their fault? They must’ve been rational human beings 
before they were afflicted by this horrible plague. Who was I to judge the 
actions of insane people? Was it their fault that they were filthy, covered in 
sewage, and raving mad? 

Hanging down from the man’s gangly arms was a long knife, about 
twelve inches in length. The knife itself was intimidating. It was dirty, covered 
in blood, and looked jagged and rusty. This added to the beastly gravitas that 
the man boasted. It sent shivers down my spine. 

The girl turned her head back to look at the filthy man. She seemed to 
be completely familiar with his presence, not finding him out of the ordinary 
in any way. He bent down to her level, crouching next to her. 

The man, seemingly out of nowhere, pulled a small chocolate bar into 
his hands. The girl looked at it in delight, smiling her yellowish teeth. The 
filthy man held it in his hand for a second before giving it a quick toss onto the 
ground in front of him. It clattered lightly onto the floor and the little girl 
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scurried to grab it. She picked it up before turning heel and running for cover 
behind the man. 

I then became acutely aware of the man standing behind me. 1 
remembered his presence and it suddenly felt as though 1 could track his 
movements behind. I sensed that he had been nearing closer to me during the 
entrance of the fdthy man. It seemed to me that he was standing just behind 
me. I regained the tenseness which I had lost during the interaction between 
the man and the little girl. I was again ready for action. 

The filthy man signaled whoever was behind me. His signal was 
discreet, yet I still noticed it. It was a simple flick of the wrist from his 
non-knife holding hand. I heard movement behind, the simple shifting of 
weight from one foot to another, possibly getting in position to attack. 

I had to use my one advantage: the fact that I knew there was a man 
behind me, and that the man behind me didn’t know that. It was my time to 
strike. My time to shine. 

Suddenly my movements became robotic. My legs lowered me a few 
inches, getting myself into a more dynamic stance. With the swift turn of my 
legs and torso, I turned to face the man. While I had been turning, my arm 
wound itself up for a quick punch right to the solar plexus. My arm winded up 
as I turned, my body still lowering itself. As my head came round, I caught my 
first glimpses of the man behind me. I was unsurprised at what he looked like. 

He looked extremely similar to the filthy man. He was naked except 
for a loincloth. A similar-looking knife also dangled from his hand. Only this 
time he had been poised and ready to stab me after the signal he received. 

My fist neared his uncovered chest, ready to deliver a painful hit right 
to the solar plexus. The man’s eyes widened as he was that he had been caught 
completely by surprise. He raised his knife, ready to swing downwards onto 
my shoulder, but it was too late. The full force of my fist caught him right 
where his ribs met. It felt as though a shockwave resonated throughout his 
body. 
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The momentum of my fist carried the man’s upper body backward and 
he lost his footing. He toppled over backward and I readied my legs to spring 
forward into a full sprint down the corridor; toward my destination. 

As I readied myself, I heard the sound of footsteps behind me. 1 
sensed that more people had filed into the avenue behind me. They were likely 
other weapon-clad savages, ready to slice me up at a moment’s notice. 

The long knife flew out of the man’s hand on his downward descent, 
clattering on the ground behind him; in front of me. It was then that I sprung 
forward into a run. My legs shot forward in an explosive manner, taking me 
up to full speed in a few short moments. As I ran by the fallen knife, 1 picked 
it up off of the ground, placing it in my left hand, ready to cut down anyone 
who came into my path. 
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ALWAYS ON THE RUN 


The sound of my feet hitting the metal floor and then leaving it 
resounded throughout the residential sector. It was a rapid, machine gun-like 
pitter-patter of movement. It resembled that of a well-trained race-horse 
running down a track. 

There was now shouting, as well as the sound of running footsteps, 
coming from behind me. I turned my head quickly, trying to catch a small 
glimpse of my pursuers before facing my objective again. 

Behind me, fifteen meters off, was a horde of around ten people. They 
all resembled cavemen, completely naked except for the small loincloths 
wrapped around their waists. It felt like I was being chased by a horde of rabid 
animals. Animals with no thoughts or emotions other than the primal feelings 
of hunger and need. They ran as a mass of meat and flesh, not as individuals. 
They ran like a hivemind. 

I whipped my head back around, making sure I didn’t run into 
anything. The exit of the Residential Sector was nearing. Only a few doors 
separated me from safety. 

“You are approaching the interim area that separates the Residential 
Sector from the Cargo Sector. The main doors to the Residential Sector can be 
closed by a panel to the right inside the room.” 

“Copy, Sara,” I said breathlessly. 
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The room was now only ten meters away. 1 could see the green light 
pulsating from the top of the doorway. The darkness from within the room had 
receded and 1 could make out a few details. The room itself was cylindrical, 
the ceiling stretching seven meters off of the floor. The walls were painted a 
dark shade of brown, giving the room an industrial look. Various computers 
sat on desks around the center pillar of the room; a column at least three 
meters wide, stretching from ceiling to floor. I could see that there were 
various areas pointing towards and away from me, marking directions to 
different sectors. 

I came up onto the interim area strikingly fast. At one moment I was 
near it, the next moment I was sprinting past the large opening. My adrenaline 
was turned up to eleven, sending my body into a furious spree of activity. 

As I entered the room, I stopped, turning just for a moment to catch a 
glimpse of the horde chasing me. 

They were close; too close. The horde chasing me was a mere fifteen 
meters away. I had to act quickly if I were to stop all of them from getting into 
the interim area. In a split second, I turned to my left, scanning the circular 
wall for the panel to close the doors. I spotted it instantly. It was a large red 
lever, the words “Emergency Shutoff’ painted above it on the wall. 

Another burst of movement with my legs and I shot towards the lever, 
readying my arm to force it down and spur the closing of the door. I reached 
the panel in a blur of movement, shutting the lever downward. 

Right on cue, the sound of metal grinding against metal resounded 
throughout the interim area. I looked over to the large doorway to see the two 
large metal doors slowly closing to meet each other in the middle of the 
doorway. 

I ran back out into the center of the room in order to catch another 
glimpse of the oncoming horde. 

They were close. 

Way too close. 
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As the gap closed, the group, now only a few feet from the entrance, 
started to slow. Except for one person. 

One of the hordes, a loincloth and weapon-laden figure, perhaps the 
one I had originally encountered, kept at full speed towards the door. As quick 
as lightning, he shot through the small gap in the door. 

I readied my blade, preparing to cut him down once he entered my 
swinging range. I was confident I could take him down easily. However, my 
preparations were cut short. 

As the man’s body flew through the narrow gap in the closing doors, 
he became caught on something. It was then that both of us realized the gap he 
had entered was too slim to exit. We both knew what was about to happen. 

The man’s eyes widened. The sound of the door’s motor faltered for a 
second, before returning to its squeal. The man’s face contorted into agony as 
the doors pressed him tighter and tighter. The knife he had been holding in his 
tense hand now slipped out and landed in front of him. 

An awful crunching sound resounded throughout the interim area as 
the man screamed in agony. Eventually, the doors faltered completely and 
stopped moving. It was too late, however. The man, crushed between the two 
metal doors, had ceased from moving. His limp arms hung down in front of 
him and his filthy face went limp, leaving a bla nk expression. The shouting 
behind him ceased. The dead man’s body covered the opening of the doors, 
but I could tell that both 1 and the horde behind him were stuck in a state of 
awe. 

Sara snapped me out of my state of shock. 

“We can make our way to the tram station through the Cargo Sector. 
This is where all inter-pod shipments end up. We can navigate through the 
main warehouse, then take an access corridor all the way to the tram station.” 

“Copy, Sara. How do I get to the main warehouse?” 

“The door ahead leads to one of the entrance hallways. The door on 
the opposite side of the hallway leads to the main warehouse." 
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I nodded, turning towards the entrance to the Cargo Sector. 1 didn’t 
want to waste any time. It wouldn’t be long before either the doors opened by 
themselves, or my enthralled pursuers found a way to force them open. It 
would be best to put as much distance between myself and them as possible. 
Even if they did eventually give chase again, they’d have to split up and I 
could take them down one-by-one. 

I trotted over to the entrance to the Cargo Sector. A green light 
stationed at the top of the doorway illuminated the entrance hall in front of me. 
It was a drab and mundane hallway; wider than normal, yet lacking any 
interesting features. The only things of note were the janitorial lockers lining 
the sides of the hallway, alternating between opened and unopened. The green 
light reflected off of various puddles residing on the dented and uneven floor. 

I didn’t dare to check whether or not they were made up of the liquid that had 
been plastered all over the power core complex. 

I stepped into the hall, feeling slightly safer now knowing that 1 
wasn’t out in the open like in the residential avenue. It was then that the static 
from my radio sounded out through my headset. 

“Do you copy, Porcupine?” Hobbes’ voice came suddenly onto my 
helmet radio. 

“I copy,” I responded. 

I neared the end of the hall. There was a panel for the door control on 
the right-hand side. 1 hit it and the singular grey door slid open with a 
satisfying hiss, revealing the massive warehouse behind it. 

“Porcupine. We found one of the members of the ITO team.” 

I inhaled sharply. The mission was that much closer to finishing. 

“What? Where?” I had so many questions. The warehouse was 
massive, almost rivaling the size of the dropship room within the Vault. Its 
walls stretched up vertically for at least twenty meters, before turning 
diagonally for a short while and then horizontal, meeting in the middle. 



113 


The room was occupied by row after row of large metal shelves, all 
carrying various sized cardboard boxes. The cardboard boxes were likely 
filled with various types of cargo that’s transmitted between different pods: 
food, medical supplies, machinery, etc. 

“We found him by the tram station. He got separated from the rest of 
the team”. 

“Where is the rest of the team?” 

The radio static cut out momentarily. As I walked through my room, I 
tried to find the access corridor. Eventually, I found it. Obscured by a row of 
shelves, I made out a red glowing emergency exit sign. Below it was a small 
metal door with a white plaque on it. I started making my way towards it. The 
static from the radio returned. 

“He says he got separated from them at the tram station. They 
encountered some naked people with weapons. You know anything about 
naked people with weapons?” 

“Yeah. 1 just saw a bunch of ‘em. They almost seem more like 
animals than people.” 

“Guy says they tried to rush onto the tram and he got caught out. He’s 
hurt pretty bad, got stabbed a few times like Jekyll." 

“Where are the rest of them? Did they take the tram over?” 

“Maybe. He doesn’t know.” 

“You might be able to find them near the tram station at Pod B.” 

“Okay, copy that." 

I entered one of the many rows of the warehouse. As I walked, I could 
closely inspect the various boxes, all containing some kind of cargo, whether 
it was food and other organic materials, or machinery and mechanical parts. 
The tall rows of boxes gave me an uneasy feeling of claustrophobia. The rows 
of shelves almost felt like metal tentacles, twisting and twirling throughout the 
massive room, maybe even ready to reach out and grab a few weary travelers. 
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Everything about the station was off-putting. The most off-putting of 
all, however, was the feeling that it was a living, breathing, sentient piece of 
machinery. Running up and down the halls of the station felt like trekking 
through the long intestine of some metal beast. No matter where I went, it felt 
as if I was being digested deeper and deeper into the creature's body. As I was 
digested deeper, the things I saw got stranger and stranger. 

It struck me that my team and 1 were the parasites. The inhabitants of 
the station were merely the station’s own antibodies, trying their best to kill us 
off and stop us from putting the station out of its own misery. 

We were the hostiles. Not the other way around. 

Eventually, I reached the door to the access corridor, its overhead light 
bathing me in a brilliant red. Hitting the door control panel, I stepped into the 
long hallway. The door closed behind me with a hiss. 

I was then struck by the beauty of what lay before me. The hallway 
stretched out in front of me for an unfathomable distance, going all the way to 
the end of the Cargo Sector. It was lined with small buttress-like pillars that 
jutted out of the wall. Along the left-hand side of the hallway was a 
never-ending window, stretching the entire length of the corridor. I could see 
the Moon in all its beauty through the lengthy window. The Sun, somewhere 
off in the distance, illuminated part of the moon, giving me an amazing view 
of all its cracks and craters. I was on the complete edge of the station. 

It was a relief to see a window out of the station. I had gotten so used 
to the enclosed nature of the station that it almost started to feel like a 
never-ending structure of metal. The window reminded me that the station did, 
in fact, have a boundary and was, in fact, finite. 

As I walked down the passage, I ran my left hand along the window, 
feeling the texture of the glass as my hand glanced along its surface. I made 
my way down the hallway, not going too fast nor too slow. 

The background noise of the station seemed to cease for a minute, 
leaving just the sound of my breathing and the light clunking of my boots 
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trotting along the metal floor. It all seemed so serene for a moment. The 
beautiful scene in front of me only added to my suspicion that the station was 
living. 

It was a rare beauty. A kind of beauty that could only be found in 
something organic. Something that had developed autonomously; in its own 
right. Maybe the station had been originally designed by man, but quickly 
twisted away from his original intentions, creating something new and wholly 
unique. 

The exit to the Cargo Sector entered my perception. At the end of the 
hallway was a small door with a similarly marked “Exit” sign as the one I had 
seen before. As I got closer, I noticed that the door was covered in intricate 
markings. 

The flat texture of the door was broken by many small tunnelings dug 
along its surface. They twisted and undulated through the entire length of its 
face. It almost seemed to be a smaller version of the station itself, only more 
curvy and distorted. The markings were darkened, seemingly burned into the 
door they resided on. I couldn’t understand how one of the inhabitants of this 
plague-ridden station could conjure up something so intricate and beautiful. It 
was a miniature art piece residing within the Cargo Sector; a hidden gem. 

I hit the door control panel, spurring the door to slide open and reveal 
what was behind it. As it opened, it revealed another hallway behind it. The 
hallway extended in front of me, then bent to the right and out of sight. The 
texture and overall feel of the hallway had changed from that of the access 
corridor. Instead of the walls, ceiling, and floor being a pleasant light grey, 
they were now a deep blue, their surfaces interrupted by circular holes 
punched in the metal. 

I stepped out into the corridor, looking around as 1 did so. 1 crept up to 
the right-hand wall and edged along it. It seemed as if I had lost my pursuers, 
but I could never be so sure. I reached the end of the wall and peeked around, 
trying to catch a glimpse of the scene in front of me. 
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Another hallway, parallel with the hallway I was in, bent left and 
converged with mine. From there, the two hallways became one and another 
hallway formed in between them, going off to my left and out of sight. The 
tram station must have been down at the end of that hallway. 

The hallways in front of me seemed mostly normal. 

Normal- except for one thing. 

Standing in the middle of the hallway, back turned to me, was another 
loincloth-laden figure. He stood there, stock-still, and completely unaware of 
my presence. 1 could see every detail of his malnourished form. His spinal 
bones created many imprints running the length of his back. His ribs had a 
faint imprint along his chest on both sides. His chicken-like shoulder blades 
jutted out sharply. 1 could even see the various nicks and marks on the long 
knife he held in his right hand. 

Had to kill him. No other way to get through. There could be others 

around. 

I lowered my center of mass, getting into a tight ready position, my 
muscles tensed and ready to strike. 1 crept around the corner, expecting the 
man to turn at any moment. 

My footsteps made not a squeak nor whisper as I edged closer to him. 
My blade became a precision killing machine which I readied to strike. 1 
neared ever closer. 

Five feet. 

1 began to raise myself again, ready to go for a killing strike. 

Four feet. 

He remained still, not noticing my approach. 

Three feet. 

1 brought my knife to the ready. 

Two feet. 

1 paused. 
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My muscles faltered. My hand untensed. Yet I still held the blade at 
the ready. 1 stood stock-still behind the man; paralyzed. 

I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t kill him. My arm simply wouldn’t move to 
strike. Only now did my brain start to catch up. 

I wasn’t in the place to decide this man’s fate. Who was I to kill him? 
He wasn’t even attacking me. The action of me killing him was essentially 
murder in the first degree. 

This was a sick man; a hurting man. Yet he was dangerous. He was 
carrying a weapon. After all, part of my mission was to eliminate anyone who 
got in the way of my main objective. I had to take it upon myself to decide 
whether or not someone was hostile, and whether or not they were worth 
eliminating. 

But he wasn’t hostile. Not at all. 

He was just some man. Some poor man: plague-ridden and nearing 
death. It was not up to me to decide whether he would live or die at that 
current moment. 

I was hesitating, just like I had before with the dying man. I was 
questioning myself. That wasn’t very Marine-like of me. I was supposed to 
act, not ponder. Yet I couldn’t stop myself from considering the morality of 
my pointless maiming and killing. I couldn’t continue on killing without 
reason and without careful consideration of the alternatives. 

The man still hadn’t noticed me. He stayed stock-still in his passive 

stance. 

I raised my hand higher, the knife gleaning in the harsh fluorescent 
lighting overhead. I was ready to bring it down. Ready to end my pointless 
debate. It was then that I tensed all the muscles in my arm. 

I swung my arm down, bringing the blade with it. The man still hadn’t 
noticed what I was doing as I brought the blade down, maybe he had gone 
senile from carrying the plague for so long. My arm edged ever downward, 
nearing the man’s head. 
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Thump. 

The handle of the blade, as well as my glove holding it, struck the 
man on the top of the head. The impact of the hit caused him to lose balance. 
He then slowly fell over; unconscious. His body landed on the cold metal with 
a satisfying thud. His hand went limp as he fell and his knife clattered on the 
floor loudly. 

I knelt down over the body and put my hand to his neck, trying to 
check his pulse. 

“Target is unconscious,” Sara informed me. 1 nodded my head and 
stood back up. I was worried about the loud noise of the knife falling on the 
ground. If he was placed there in the hallway on a lookout of some kind, there 
were likely others who had gone with him. I wanted to get out before they 
came back. 

1 walked over towards the singular hallway that formed at the 
convergence of the other two. As I walked down the hallway, I glanced back 
at the unconscious figure one more time, checking to make sure he was still on 
the ground. I was content with what I saw. 

The hallway continued on for a few meters before being stopped by a 
large door. The door stretched entirely from one side of the hallway to the 
other, being at least three meters across. There was a singular button panel that 
lay on the right-hand side. Above the door, was a large glowing strip of letters 
which read: “Pod B Inter-Pod Tram Station”. It glowed red, infecting the 
otherwise white-lit room with a harsh red color. Like usual, a single overhead 
fluorescent strip illuminated the entirety of the hall. I trotted over to the button 
panel and touched it lightly. Another hiss and the door slid open. 
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TRAM STATION 


The scenery on the other side of the door was entirely different from 
the previous side. The walls had changed from dull grey steel sheets to 
industrial looking bricks. The walls, while appearing to be made of stone 
bricks, were completely flat, with no cracks or lines separating the various 
“bricks”. I ran my hand along the smooth surface, determining it to be some 
kind of decal that served to give the appearance of an older, industrial look. 

This added greatly to the idea of actually being in a subway. I walked 
around a right-hand bend in the hall and saw metal, subway-like benches 
positioned in front of a ticket booth. The lighting had changed as well. Instead 
of the typical white fluorescent lighting, the station sported yellow 
incandescent lighting. It gave the station an earthy feeling. 

I walked past the benches and towards a wall with two entrances 
situated next to each other. Arrows noted where they led. One led left, and the 
other led right. I picked the left one, assuming they’d both lead to the same 
platform. The tunnel curved to the left for a short period, then went straight 
again and opened up into a large station area. 

The main part of the station was much more open than the rest of the 
halls I had encountered. It stretched many meters left and right, making room 
for the long tram cars to pull into the station. The platform was separated from 
the tracks by a seven-foot tall barrier that spanned the entire length of the 
room. Openings in the barrier were stationed periodically across the room. An 
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LED screen hung down from the ceiling of the room. I guessed that it would 
have displayed various times for trams coming to the station. Unfortunately, 
the screen was entirely blank; devoid of any information regarding tram times. 

I went back on comms, relaying information to Hobbes. 

“Hobbes, I’m at the Pod C tram station. No sign of ITO’s team here.” 

Just a moment. 

“Copy that, Porcupine. Give us a second, Sara’s gathering info on the 
location of the tram s .” 

Where did the team go? They must’ve been trying to go somewhere 
on the tram. Had they already gotten to their destination? 1 had to find that out. 
1 looked over to my left and saw a small room jutting out from the wall. The 
sign above the room read “Station Manager’s Office”. 1 decided to check it 
out; it was a start after all. 

The Station Manager’s Office was cluttered. Heaps of paper and file 
folders were strewn about across the desk spanning three of the four walls, the 
fourth wall being broken up by the entrance. A large window spanned the 
three walls above the desk, giving a full panoramic view of the station. At the 
top of the window were various monitors, all showing different areas of the 
station. 

“Scanning.” Sara chimed in. Hopefully, she would be able to access 
the locations of all the tram cars. It took her a second, but eventually, she was 
able to access something. She chimed in again, “I have been able to locate the 
positions of all the tram cars throughout the station. There is a tram stuck in 
the tunnel between the Pod B and Pod C station.” 

So that’s where it was. This was gonna be a rescue and a half at this 
rate. I got back on comms again. 

“Hobbes, you read?” 

“Loud and clear.” 

“I- Sara- found the location of the tram car that ITO’s team was in.” 

“Where is it.” 
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“It’s still in the tunnel between Pod B and Pod C." 

Hobbes paused for a second, contemplating. 

“Really? You’re sure about that?” 

“Sure as Sara is." 

“My readings are entirely accurate,” Sara chimed in. I smiled. 

“Thank you, Sara." 

Hobbes paused again. I heard some noises in the background. The 
next voice who greeted me was of someone entirely different. It was Baron’s. 

“We’ll rendezvous in the tunnel, marine," Baron said in his calm, 
almost soothing voice. “Whoever gets there first will look for any of the ITO 
members. They could’ve gotten stuck in the tunnel. Spare no time trying to 
find them. You got that?” 

“Yes, sir!” 1 answered, slightly more energetic than usual. We were all 
a little more formal and subordinate when Baron was speaking directly to us. 
The static from our comms cut out and I was left in silence again. 

I looked around, searching for the correct tunnel to enter through the 
panoramic window. Sara chimed in before I found out which one was the 
correct one. 

“The tunnel to the left leads to Pod B.” 

“Copy that, Sara." I exited the station manager’s office and got back 
to the main part of the station. To my left, the tunnel leading to Pod B 
stretched out seemingly forever into darkness. It was large, nearly five meters 
from top to bottom, and completely cylindrical. The only interruption of the 
cylindrical nature was the two metal rails lying at the bottom of the tunnel. A 
third “rail” lay to the right of the two real ones. It had a metal covering reading 
“Do Not Touch: 720 Volts”. The electric rail gave power to the tram from 
underneath. It was an obsolete system, yet simple to operate and maintain. 

I used one hand to vault over the hip-height railing that separated the 
platform from the grimy tracks. I landed on a small ledge on the other side of 
the railing. I prepared myself for the drop and slowly lowered myself of the 
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small ledge and onto the tram track area. I landed in a clear space near the 
tracks. Luckily, the floor flattened out where the tracks were and interrupted 
the cylindrical shape slightly. 

I turned and looked out into the darkness of the tunnel ahead. The 
light slowly faded out as it descended into the mouth of the tunnel. In the 
distance, I could see a dim red emergency light illuminating a small portion of 
the wall. The tramcar had to be there. Far off in the distance. It had to be. 

The tunnel called. I answered. 
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METRO BLUES 


As I made my way into the darkness, 1 remembered I had no 
flashlight. The only one I had was attached to my SMG. Without it I was 
helpless, completely lost in the darkness. 

I made my way to the left side of the tunnel and tried to touch the left 
wall. Luckily, I was able to just reach it with my fingertips before the flat floor 
ended. The darkness was impenetrable. My eyes searched for light 1 couldn’t 
see, no matter how much they tried to adjust. The only way I could occupy 
myself was by focusing on the distant emergency light, as well as feeling of 
my feet hitting the metal floor. 

I also tried to focus on the sound. The large, echoey sound of my 
boots hitting the floor resounded throughout the tunnel. It was the only noise I 
could hear and it made the tunnel have a constant ambiance. 

I focused mostly on my progress. Counting the steps individually. 

100. 101. 102. 103. 104. 105. 106. 

They eventually faded into one another and I lost count. The red 
emergency light grew nearer and nearer, its red-light filling my vision more 
and more. As 1 neared it, I noticed there was a small emergency exit sitting to 
the left of the tunnel. The metal door had a faded “EXIT” written across. The 
flecks of paint had chipped off from the comers. I passed the door and 
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continued on walking through the tunnel, descending back into the darkness as 
the red light faded out behind me. 

The darkness enveloped me once more as I guided myself along the 
left side of the tunnel. My eyes scanned the non-existent distance, looking for 
a sign of some kind of light in the distance. It remained dark for a second. 

Then suddenly, a yellowish-white light crept into the distance. It was only a 
bright speck in the distance at first, but eventually, it began to grow and grow. 

I strained my eyes, trying to see if I could make out any details of the tunnel 
that the light illuminated. It definitely was not an emergency light. 

I picked up the pace of my walking and eventually entered a slow jog. 
The light could’ve been coming from the tram car that Sara noted was in the 
tunnel. 1 wanted to get there as quickly as possible. As 1 jogged, I worried that 
my feet would hit some unseen obstacle and I’d fall face first onto the ground. 
My steady breathing filled my eardrums and warded off the oppressing silence 
of the tunnel. 

I neared the bright light. As I closed in on it, I started to be able to 
make out what it was illuminating. The light seemed to be coming from within 
a tram car. The tram car, however, seemed to be stuck. A great amount of 
debris was piled in front of the car and the front of it looked dented inward. 
The tram must’ve slammed into the debris on its way to Pod C. I looked at the 
bottom of the tram and saw that the large metal wheels at the front of the tram 
had been derailed. 

As I got closer and closer 1 pressed myself up against the left-most 
wall. I still wanted to maintain unnoticed at the point. I had no idea who was 
on the tram at that point, be it the ITO team, or the primitive hostiles. 

Hostiles? No. 

Plague victims. They were victims before they were hostiles. 

I held my machete in hand, ready for a possible ambush. 1 then 
stopped for a second. 

“Baron. I’m at the front of the tram car. You guys en route?” 
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I got no answer for the moment. I stayed in place for a second, 
maintaining my crouched stance. I debated whether or not to enter the tram 
car. I could see a half-opened tram at the front of the tram on the left side. All 
1 had to do was step over some knee-high debris and 1 could then search for 
the ITO team. 

I weighed the idea in my head. Go in without clearance from Baron, 
or wait for his permission and enter. 1 liked the first option better and stepped 
a foot over a pile of metal debris, being careful not to cut myself on any 
possible jagged metal pieces. My foot crunched on some broken glass as 1 
placed it down. I shifted my weight onto it and lifted my other foot over the 
debris pile. 

I was now standing right next to the front left comer of the tram car. 1 
could see mostly down the length of the car from outside. To my right was a 
half-opened door. It had four glass panels, three of which had been broken. 

The light was mainly coming from the back end of the tram car. 1 
decided I would enter through the front so that 1 could see the entire length of 
the car from front to back. And with the front of the tram at my back, I 
couldn’t be snuck up on for the most part. 

I lifted my leg up high and used it as a foothold to hoist my body up to 
the height of the tram door. I gripped a vertical metal railing to the left of the 
tram door with my non-machete hand. 1 placed the machete into the palm of 
my hand holding the vertical railing and used the tension between my palm 
and the metal railing to hold it there. With my other arm, I grabbed the right 
panel of the door and gave it a quick tug, checking to see if it would move 
easily. 1 had no such luck. The doors weren’t meant to be opened in this 
manner. 

I shifted my weight rightward and put more effort into pulling the 
door open. I strained, pulling with all my might, and eventually, the door 
started to budge. As the right door panel started to budge, so did the left 
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automatically. They slowly groaned open in tandem and eventually, the 
entrance to the tram car opened itself to me. 

The door opened completely and I grabbed the machete out of my left 
palm and held it at the ready. With a quick straining of my left arm, 1 swung 
my weight forward into the car and released the railing. A wall jutted out to 
my left for half a meter before turning back the length of the car. Any 
inhabitant looking down the length of the car from the back wouldn’t have 
been to see me just yet. I steadied myself and pressed myself up against the 
wall, crouching down as well. I shifted my weight forward. 1 slowly peered 
around the comer, looking towards the back of the tram car. 

With my weight tilted forward, I first saw only the floor of the tram 
car. The first thing of interest I saw was a human figure lying on the floor a 
meter away from me. Between two rows of seats, a dead human was lying 
face up on the ground. 1 instantly recognized the human as one of the plague 
victims I was too used to seeing. 

The human was a man. He looked to be scrawny and malnourished. 

He had the same marking traits as all the other figures like him boasted, no 
clothes -save for a dirty loincloth. His scrawny figure was sprawled out across 
the floor, arms held high like he was stretching after getting out of bed. His 
body was grimy: dirt and nasty fluids covering parts of his body. The same 
trademark sores were present all over his skin. The other things of note about 
the dead man were three bloody bullet holes throughout his chest, interrupting 
the bony texture of the ribs. 1 noticed there was a large pool of dried blood 
under his lifeless form. It was being fed by three rivers of blood leaking out of 
the three bullet holes. A mental image of what might’ve happened on the tram 
car started to form in my head. 

As my vision moved upward I spotted another body, this time farther 
back in the tram car. It was a similar-looking plague victim, almost identical to 
the man. However, this dead man had a knife gripped stiffly in his unmoving, 
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rigor mortis hand. He had two bullet holes in him, one in his upper chest, and 
one in his mid-riff. A similar pool of dried blood leaked out of the man. 

My vision moved up further and I could finally see all of the tram car, 
from front to back. Rows of seats interrupted periodically by tram doors on 
both sides, stretched the length of the car. Vertical poles for holding on to also 
dotted the car on the left on the right. All the lines and seams ran along the 
length of the car. They all seemed to be leading to one spot. 

I looked at the very back of the car and my vision centered on 
something. 

A person. An alive one at that. 

Sitting against the wall, at the very far end of the tramcar was a man 
in a yellow suit. The yellow suit had a small green biohazard logo on the 
upper right part of the chest. The suit covered the entirety of his body, ending 
with black boots and gloves on his appendages. For his head, however, there 
was a notable absence of any kind of helmet or oxygen mask to protect him 
from the contagion. 

For a second I thought the figure was dead but I eventually caught 
sight of his distant eyes blinking and the steady movement of his suit up and 
down told me he was breathing and alive. He hadn’t noticed me as of yet, his 
eyes staying fixed, staring at some distant object too far for me to 
comprehend. He had to be one of the ITO Relief Team members. I noticed 
there was blood splattered on the chest piece of his yellow suit. Whether it was 
his blood, or someone else’s, I didn’t know. 

At the man’s foot was another dead victim of the plague. This one had 
a weapon as well. The one thing different about him that I noticed was what 
was curled up in his hand. In his left hand, he was carrying a knife similar to 
those that I saw had been carried by many of the other plague victims. In his 
right hand, curled up in the dead man’s palm, was a ripped up head covering, 
likely the one from the suit of the still alive man. A small oxygen hose was 
attached to the inside of the ripped-off yellow helmet. The mask’s grey 
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oxygen tube was ripped off and lying on the ground. I was starting to make 
even more sense of the situation. 

I glanced upon more figures at the back of the tram. The first figure 
that stood 

out to me was another yellow suit-clad man. He looked similar to the first ITO 
team member, only his helmet was still intact, protecting him from the 
harmful airborne pathogens. He had a lot more blood splattered on his suit and 
I could see he was holding a small black pistol in his right hand. I checked to 
see if he was alive; if his eyes or other features were moving. 

I looked at his chest and saw no up-and-down movement. 

Both of the yellow ITO team members were propped up against the 
back wall of the tram, sitting side-by-side. However, there seemed to be more 
figures in the comers of the tram as well. Curled up in the right and left comer 
at the back of the tram, were two civilians. 

They were different from anyone I had seen in the entirety of the 
station. My vision of them was mostly obstructed by the various seats, but I 
could tell that they didn’t have any of the telltale rashes all over their bodies. 
The figures seemed to be a woman, on the left, and a small boy, on the right. 
Their clothes were dirty and they looked somewhat malnourished, yet they 
didn’t seem as far gone like many of the plague victims 1 had already seen. 

Both of them were curled up in the comers of the train, their hands 
sheltering their head and neck. From what 1 could see, their chests seemed to 
move up and down in steady breaths. 1 decided it was time to make my move. 
Time to emerge and show that I wasn’t a threat. Hopefully, the rest of my 
squad was almost at the tram. 

I slowly stood up and emerged from around the comer, presenting 
myself to the possible onlooking inhabitants of the tram car. As I emerged, not 
one of them looked up. They either didn’t notice me or simply didn’t care to 
react. I stood fully upright, making my full body known to anyone who cared 
to actually notice. I then bent over and set my machete down on the floor of 
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the tram car. It felt weird to leave myself without a weapon, but the rest of my 
squad would be there any moment with a spare weapon for me to use. 

I carefully stepped over the first of the dead plague victims, trying not 
to further dirty my grey boots. As I walked further and further down the car, 1 
saw that the living ITO team member still hadn’t noticed me or looked at me. 1 
stepped over the second body, making sure I didn’t look like a threat to him. 
Hopefully, if he had noticed me, he would see the ITO badge I boasted on the 
upper right-hand side of my grey chest plate. I passed the final body and was 
now standing directly in front of the living man. I knelt down in front of him, 
showing that I wasn’t a threat for the last time. His eyes remained unmoved. I 
started speaking to him very slowly. 

“Excuse me. Uh, Sir. My team and 1 are here to rescue and evacuate 
you. ITO sent us." 

He didn’t speak but acknowledged my presence. As I got closer, I 
realized just how young this guy really was. He was clean-shaven, free of any 
nicks or cuts. His face was youthful. He didn’t look older than eighteen. This 
guy was still a kid. 

Eventually, he got around to speaking. 

“Where- Where’s your gun?” he struggled to ask. I saw his eyes 
glance over my suit, searching for any kind of gun slung over my shoulder or 
in some kind of holster. Unfortunately, he wouldn’t have found anything. 

“I lost it on my way here.” 

“Did they take it from you?” He asked, placing emphasis on “they”. 

I looked behind me at the body lying on the floor. I assumed he was 
talking about the plague victims roaming the station. 

“Yes." He looked as though he wanted to reply. Suddenly a voice 
piped up to my left, coming from the back comer of the tram. It was the 
woman who had been curled up in a fetal position, 

“Why are they sending in soldiers? We’re just sick! We need help.” 
The woman seemed to almost be talking to herself. I tried to reassure her. 
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“Ma’am. We’re uhh- just here to help our relief team. We don’t want 
to kill anybody." I spoke before I thought. I realized my words may have only 
worsened the situation. 

What’s worse? Being killed by soldiers, or being left to die from 
disease while the soldiers extract those that are deemed “important”? The 
woman quieted down. I turned back toward the ITO team member. 

“We got reports from one of the members in your team with you that 
you were trying to take the tram somewhere. What happened?” The boy 
looked at me with a pained expression. 

“We were heading to Pod C. Got word that someone had their hands 
on a possible cure. While we were boarding a group of naked people. No- 
naked things, attacked us. One of us got left behind. We thought we left ‘em 
but a couple of them had stationed in the tunnel and we crashed into their 
roadblock. We got overwhelmed by them. Killed Benson.” I looked to the left 
of him, where his dead companion lay beside him. “Took Marshall. Ripped off 
my damn mask. I- I’m as good as dead.” The boy teared up. His eyes looked 
cold; misty. “We never should have come here alone.” 

Here was a young man- a kid practically- being sent into an unknown 
environment. Here was a kid seeing his superiors and mentors killed and 
taken, being left to slowly succumb to the airborne plague only to die on his 
own. It was horrible. 1 wanted to get him out. I wanted to return him safely to 
his parents. I wanted to promise them he’d be already, then fulfill that 
promise. I then realized the difference between him and I were minimal. 1 
could only have been a few years older than him at a maximum. Our situations 
were horribly similar. 

“You’re not as good as dead. We’re gonna get you out of here.” 

“Oh, and leave the rest of us to die here!” exclaimed the woman in the 


comer. 
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“We’re gonna get you out too, ma’am." I cursed myself in my head. 1 
had just made a promise I didn’t know I could fulfill. I turned back to the ITO 
team member. 

“The rest of my squad is about to arrive. From there we can extract all 
of you to our ship and get the hell out of here." The man looked at me and 
nodded silently. 

1 went to stand up and heard some footsteps coming from behind the 
tram car. I stood up quickly, whipping my head around towards the door 
closest to the four of us. 1 looked back at the ITO team member, the woman, 
and the kid curled up in the other comer of the tram. The woman was 
searching desperately for the source of the sound, a worried look in her eyes. 
The ITO member didn’t change facial expressions but looked for the source of 
the noise in the windows. 

1 slowly walked over to the closest entrance which was wide open. The 
footsteps neared me and I prepared myself for whoever stepped into view. 
Luckily, when the person- actually people- stepped into view, I realized I had 
nothing to worry about. 

A grey figure emerged into my vision from the right side. The figure 
had dark grey gloves, both holding various parts of a lighter grey SMG. He 
had a grey chest plate, divided into 5 sections, two square places on the upper 
chest, and three rectangular plates spanning the length of the lower chest in a 
vertical stack. He had a grey helmet. One with a large opaque visor. He looked 
like an alien, but his suit, as well as the small green vial insignia in the center 
of his helmet over his visor, told me it could only be one person. 

“Excuse me, sir. Do I know you from somewhere?” 

Jekyll looked up at me standing over him. 

1 couldn’t see his face, but 1 could tell he was likely sporting an utterly 
smug expression. Typical. He turned over to someone out of sight, gave a 
thumbs-up, then turned back toward me. 
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“Can’t recall. Sorry, man,” I replied. 1 offered Jekyll a hand to which 
he took, using me to hoist himself up onto the tram car. I looked down at a red 
gash in his chest piece; dried blood most likely. I gestured to it, “You’re 
lookin’ good," I told him. 

“Yeah-1 took a bit of a hit, but I’m alright," he replied. As he did so, 
Baron and Hobbes entered my vision. 

I saluted Baron before offering my hand to pull him up. 

“Tried to tell you guys on comms that I was nearing the tram but got 
no response. Would’ve waited but I thought someone could have been in need 
of help," I explained to Baron. He nodded back at me. After him came Hobbes 
who I swiftly pulled up into the car. 

“Good call, Porcupine. This guy hurt?” Baron made a gesture at the 
still alive ITO team member. 

“Don’t think so," I told Baron, “He got his helmet removed- infected, 

I think.” 


The ITO team member's eyes darted back and forth between the two 
of us. Baron looked back at Jekyll and Hobbes standing behind us, he 
motioned to them to secure the tram car. They immediately went into action, 
stationing themselves near the two entrances close to the front of the tram. No 
point in getting snuck up on. Baron saw his worried look and bent over to talk 
to him. 

“What’s your name? You’re with the team ITO told us they sent in?” 

The man paused for a second, registering Baron’s words. His eyes 
grew distant and unfocused. 

“My name is Brent. I’m with the team-" Brent paused and looked over 
at the dead man next to him. His voice faltered, “I- uh, I was with the team.” 

“What happened to the rest of your team?” Baron asked. 

“It was just four of us. Benson was the leader. He- uhh, well he-” the 
boy’s eyes were opened wide, he motioned over to the dead man beside him. 
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He coughed before continuing, “They took the other guy: Marshall. And- we 
were forced to leave behind Truman." He lowered his head, looking ashamed 
of himself for having to mention that. 

“Don’t worry. We picked up your guy, Truman.” 

The boy’s eyes lit up momentarily. “How long ago did your team get 
attacked?” Brent paused, trying to recall. 

“Must’ve been a few hours ago. I’ve been here with this woman and 
her son for a while now. They’re immune to the disease. Must’ve gotten 
lucky." 

“Immune?” Baron shook his head, pondering, “Did you see which 
direction the- uhh, men who attacked you took Marshall?” 

“We were heading to Pod C. They ambushed us, stopped the car, took 
Marshall. I think they were heading to Pod C. Same direction we were going” 

“Why were you going to Pod C?” 

“There’s a cure. Inside a hospital, at Pod C. We heard they got labs in 
the upper levels of the station. Heard someone had developed a cure”. 

Baron stopped speaking to him for a moment. 

“You hear anything about this cure while you were in Pod C?” Baron 
asked me. 

“Nothing. The people over there probably don’t even know that there 
is one developed. A lot of them seem too far gone- mentally, that is. Baron, 
some weird shit happened while I was over here.” Baron frowned. 

“What happened?” 

“A bunch of people talking about a ‘Visitor’. Also, people talking 
about a group of‘Elders’. Seems like some kind of religious thing.” The boy, 
who had remained silent temporarily, recognized something we had said and 
decided to speak up. 

“I know what the Elders are. At least I think.” 

“Who are they?” 1 asked. 
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“When we first got here, a few days after ITO lost communication, the 
main station power got shut down. It was a group of people who did it. They 
went on station-wide comms and pronounced their dedication to ‘The Elders’. 
We also heard a few early-stage plague victims talk about The Elders. They’re 
some kind of religious leaders.” 

“Religious leaders?” 

“Some kind of religion centered around the plague. ITO didn’t even 
know about it until we reported it.” 

“So you’re saying, these guys cut comms with all outsiders on 
purpose?” I asked. He nodded. 

“Some kind of isolationist cult. They hate outsiders.” 

“Do you know who this ‘Visitor’ is?” He shook his head. 

“Didn’t hear anything about it. Must be one of you." I nodded 
solemnly. Baron then decided to speak. 

“Alright. This is the most pressing question at the moment,” he paused 
for a second, making sure he had the boy’s attention. “Is this station 
salvageable? From what you’ve seen, do you think a cure can be found and 
distributed throughout the station, or do you think we should leave and let ITO 
decide what to do?” 

The boy paused for a second, not sure what to say. He looked upward 
in a pondering manner. Before he could speak, a voice piped up in the corner. 

“Who are you to decide the fate of all of us? There are still people like 
us on this station! Uninfected- or recently infected. You can’t leave us here to 
die!” The woman in the comer said with a desperate tone in her voice. She 
looked at us with pleading eyes. The boy then made his solemn decision. 

“I agree. From what we’ve seen, we can’t leave these people. We need 
to locate the cure and distribute it. Many people can still be saved." Baron 
shook his head, slapping it lightly, before speaking. It was a hard choice to 
make. And Baron had to take the consequences for either decision. He paused 
for a second beforehand. 
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“Okay. Here’s the plan. You boys listening, Hobbes and Jekyll?” 
Baron gestured at them. Jekyll gave him a thumbs up from the front of the car. 

“Loud and clear, sir,” he replied. Baron continued speaking, 

“This is what we’re going to do. You’re infected, right?” 

“I-1 believe so,” the boy replied with a sad expression. 

“I like this news of a cure in Pod C. Porcupine and I are going to 
escort you to the hospital that you told us about.” He said, motioning at me 
when he mentioned my name. “From there, we’ll find this cure. We have 
about 24 hours to do so before all of us need to be on a drop-ship out of here." 
He paused, signifying a new topic. “Our two other guys, Jekyll and Hobbes, 
will escort your teammate Truman, as well as this woman and her son, back to 
our dropship. You, Porcupine, and 1 will get the cure and send a sample to 
ITO. Hopefully, within the next few days, we can get a full relief effort 
running. That sound good to everyone?” 

The woman in the comer looked at Baron with relieved eyes, 

“Thank you, sir," she said. Baron made a gesture back at her, 
signifying his gratitude for her thanks. Baron turned back to the boy, 

“Are you injured? Can you stand?” he asked. The boy strained as he 
propped himself up on the wall of the tram. 

“I should be alright. Just tired. We had to fend off a load of these 
guys.” Baron offered his hand down the boy. He gratefully took it and hoisted 
himself up. He was shorter than both Baron and I, making him look even 
younger in comparison to us. 

Baron spoke again. 

“Alright, everyone. Let’s do this nice and quick. Jekyll. Hobbes. Take 
this woman and her kid, pick up Truman at the station, and get the hell back to 
the Megalodon. Contact us when you’re in.” 

“Yes, sir,” replied Jekyll. 

The woman crouching in the comer slowly stood up and walked over 
to her son who hadn’t moved since we had gotten to the tram. She patted his 
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back and got him to stand up, comforting him as she did so. As he stood up, I 
could tell that he was alright too. His face and arms, like his mother, lacked 
the tell-tale sores that many of the plague victims sported. 

She led him over to Jekyll and Hobbes, who had congregated by the 
middle door of the tram. Jekyll hopped down out of the tram car first, landing 
on the metal floor next to the train. Next came the son, who sat down on the 
edge of the tram and slowly lowered himself down on the ground. His mother 
repeated his lowering strategy and landed next to him. All three of them made 
way for Hobbes who hopped down like Jekyll. 

Before they set off, I made a salute at Jekyll, 

“Godspeed, brother,” I said. He returned my gesture before exiting my 
view. The sound of their four footsteps walking down the tunnel got quieter 
and quieter, eventually leaving us in silence. 

It was then that the necessity of our mission hit me. The fate of the 
entire station had come into our hands. Not even the entire squad’s hands, just 
the hands of Baron, Brent, and myself. The number of people who had the fate 
of the station in their hands had downsized. 

It was just up to us. It was just up to us to successfully find a cure and 
save the poor souls living on the station. It was a strange thought. It was my 
first mission. There would still be a ton more missions in which the fate of 
many could be in the hands of the few; myself being included in the few. But 
those were in the future, 1 had to finish the mission first. 

I had to make it out alive first. 
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THE LAST ENDEAVOR; JOURNEY TO THE LION’S DEN 


The sound of our footsteps echoed throughout the tunnel. The long 
metal cylinder allowed for the cacophony of steps to be amplified and 
elongated. Each footstep took a few seconds to fade out entirely, and before it 
could do so, the noise of three or four other footsteps took its place. This left 
the tunnel with an almost permanent white noise. It was a comforting white 
noise; something to entertain us as we neared the Pod C tram station. 

There was nothing to talk about. We had all already gone over the 
plan to get to the hospital. All that needed to be said had been said. 

We decided on a plan of action fairly quickly. First, we would go to 
the Pod C tram station where 1 had come from. We got Sara to scan the floor 
plans and she was able to locate where the hospital was. She told us it was on 
one of the upper levels of the station, placed over one of the commercial areas 
of the Pod. We decided that we would first take the quickest route to the 
commercial area. From there, we would find the correct elevator that could 
take us up to the hospital. Finally, we would search for some kind of research 
laboratory, hoping to find the people working on the cure or the cure itself. 

We also had one other task at hand. It was to search for Marshall, the 
missing ITO team member. We had been told that he was taken by whoever 
attacked them. Since they were going in the general direction of Pod C, we 
might’ve been able to look for him on our way there and back. We did have 
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almost 24 hours to do so. We also had to recover the body of Benson, the ITO 
relief team leader, on the way back from the hospital. That way we could send 
his body back to be buried or cremated. 

We had a simple mission, yet one with a few different parts. However, 
the main task of recovering the cure took precedence over all of the other 
offshoots. I had to focus most of, if not all, of my concentration on getting the 
cure and getting out alive. We also had to make sure the cure was safe to use. 

It could have easily been unfinished and potentially harmful to any users. That 
was also why we needed to send it back to ITO along with a sample of the 
disease. They needed to verify whether or not the cure was usable, as well as if 
the disease was of any known kind. 

I tried to focus my mind entirely on the objective. I tried to push out 
all the other nagging thoughts that broke my concentration. I tried to put all of 
my past experiences and prejudices on the station aside. 1 needed to act, not 
think. I needed to kill any hostile in the way of the mission. 

No. 

That was wrong. That was ignorant. 

I couldn’t put my prejudices and experiences aside. My past 
experiences were what allowed me to make better judgments. The ability to 
judge situations and make decisions based on past knowledge gained is what 
made me human. I had to take into account the lives of those who could 
possibly stop or obstruct my objective. I couldn’t just shoot to kill randomly 
without any provocation. 

Sparing the unknowing man on my way to the tram station before was 
a start. But now it was time to think long and hard about my decisions, 
especially when they could kill a potential innocent. I had to think of everyone 
I saw as a human rather than a target. 

As we walked, 1 pondered the fate of the infected ITO member with 
us. There were so many questions running through my head. How long until 
the disease symptoms start kicking in? From what it seemed, he had only been 
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infected for, at most, a few hours. They couldn’t have been in the tram car for 
that long doing nothing. What if towards the end of our mission he started 
getting weaker? What if his mind started to go? What would we do then? 

ITO, as well as everyone else, had lost contact with the station for at 
least a week now. Who knew how long some of the people still alive on the 
station had been infected? It may have taken the disease a few weeks to 
eventually show itself. 1 had a bit of hope. It was unlikely that the ITO 
member would start showing signs before we finished the mission. 

But what then? 

Would ITO even let him back on the Megalodon with us? There was 
no way we could effectively quarantine him so that he didn’t infect anyone 
else once we got back to The Vault. And what about the woman and her child 
that we had found. They claimed to be uninfected. What good was a claim to 
ITO? Were the lives of two survivors worth more than the many people who 
could become infected if their claim was, in fact, false? I shook my head. We 
should’ve studied up on protocol for the mission before we arrived. 
Everything had seemed so vague. ITO had barely given us any instructions at 
all. They merely told us of the disease-infested station and how we were to 
find the ITO team, they had left everything else up to our personal discretion. 

There were too many factors. Too many holes for this plan to work 
entirely. It was a tentative plan after all; one made on the fly by Baron. Of 
course, it was going to have holes. It was up to us marines to improvise and 
adjust accordingly to how the plan unraveled itself. It was our job to make 
sure everything ran smoothly. 
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TRAM STATION II 


We arrived at the tram station after a while, having had proper time to 
discuss and immerse ourselves in our thoughts. We had been entirely silent up 
until that point, not needing or wanting to discuss anything. 

The arms situation was an interesting one. Both the ITO member, as 
well as myself, had been stripped of our weaponry. 1 had lost my SMG after 
having been knocked out. The ITO member had drained the pistol he had 
used. It had been stolen by his attackers as well, for good measure. 

Luckily for us, Baron had two spare guns. The first of which was the 
massive pistol he boasted at his waist. We had decided that I would be the one 
to wield the beast. 1 did, after all, have extensive training with all types of 
weaponry, including weapons with large amounts of firepower. We decided 
that since I had much more training and experience with weapons, I’d be the 
one to handle the large pistol. That would’ve left just the ITO member without 
a weapon. 

Fortunately, Baron had been extra prepared and had brought a third 
pistol with him on the mission. Instead of the massive hand cannon that I had 
received, a much more toned-down pistol was given to Brent. He was given 
the standard-issue OS-1 pistol from ITO. While still a powerful piece of 
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weaponry, it boasted a much more beginner-friendly style. Its recoil was much 
easier to handle than that of the massive pistol I would be wielding. It was also 
much smaller and ergonomic, allowing it to be used effectively by the boy 
who may not have had as unrestricted of training with weaponry. 

He did still seem to know what he was doing. Almost anyone 
employed under ITO had at least a moderate degree of knowledge in proper 
weapon usage. It seemed that we wouldn’t have to give Brent any extra 
instruction. All for the better. We needed to be as prepared as possible for 
whatever foes we might’ve faced. 

The three of us emerged out of the darkness of the tunnel, entering the 
harsh incandescent light of the mock-subway station. My eyes took a second 
to adjust before taking everything in. The two platforms off to our left and 
right loomed over us, casting us slightly into shadow. 

Sara had informed us that we could access the main area of Pod C and 
exit the station by climbing up onto the right-hand platform and following a 
few signs to the exit of the station. We all quickly trotted towards the right 
side of the tracks in formation. Baron was on the point, Brent was in the 
middle, and I was bringing up the rear. We organized ourselves that way in 
order to give him the best possible protection we could give. 

Baron was the first to climb up. He slung his standard-issue AR-03 
Rifle over his shoulder and grabbed the lip of the ledge. With a short burst of 
movement, he hoisted himself onto a ledge, grabbing onto the partition 
between the platform and tracks to stable himself. He reached down a hand to 
hoist up the ITO team member. He gladly took the hand. Placing his other 
hand on the lip of the ledge, Brent used both himself, as well as Baron’s aid to 
hoist himself up next to Baron. 

I was the last one up. I holstered Baron’s pistol and lifted myself up 
onto the ledge in the same manner. At that point, Baron had already climbed 
over the partition and was now standing alert on the platform, his gun pointed 
at the various entrances onto the platform. 
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I vaulted over the partition, grouping myself with Baron and the ITO 
member finally. 1 had Baron’s pistol out and at the ready. It wasn’t any time 
for messing about. Brent also readied himself, pointing his pistol at possible 
entrances where hostiles could come from. 

“Okay Marines, Pod C is divided into four sectors. The Commercial 
Sector, Residential Sector, Cargo Sector, and Management Sector. From my 
readings of the station floor plans, you should be able to take an access 
corridor that leads to the four main hallways separating the four sectors. From 
there you will be able to easily navigate to the Commercial Sector,” Sara’s 
voice chimed in over our radios. 

Brent had heard it too. Baron had given him a portable ear-piece he 
could wear. In the event that we all got separated, he would still be able to 
communicate with us. ITO had provided all of us with two of the portable 
radios in case some got damaged. We all stood in place as we processed the 
directions. Baron quickly broke the silence. 

“You heard the woman. Let’s move." 

We all started moving in unison. We moved in a diagonal formation, 
Baron and I flanking the ITO member from the front and back, as well as side 
to side. We needed to make sure that no matter the situation, we could protect 
the ITO member. That was the goal of the mission after all. 

The three of us quickly neared the exit of the station. We descended a 
slight ramp as we walked past the brick decal-covered walls. We passed 
various posters along the station walls, all advertising various shops, and 
venues in the commercial sectors of the station. Some advertised restaurants, 
some showed theaters and all other sorts of entertainment. I was surprised at 
the diversity of services on the station. It was like its own micro-state. Of 
course, operating under the supervision of the US government. But other than 
that, it almost seemed entirely autonomous. 

My observations, however, were limited. It’s not like I had seen the 
station in its proper state. I had only seen it in its decrepit, dying phase. The 
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last remnants of order and civilization rapidly declining, eventually ceasing to 
exist. 

I then wondered about the strange religious group seemingly 
occupying the station. It was all so convoluted. A day on the ship and we still 
had almost no idea what we were up against. The information provided by the 
ITO member had been helpful, yet incredibly limited. 1 was unable to form a 
proper picture of who we were facing. 

All the hostiles I had faced, or at least most of them, had seemed to be 
part of a larger whole. They seemed to be servants of some larger 
organization. Yet I hadn’t gotten any information out of them. Either they 
wanted to kill me, or they were too plague damaged to give out any real 
information. The only person with some semblance of sanity had been the 
dying man. But even he had given up; too tired, or perhaps too stubborn to 
give me any information. 

And who was this “Visitor” I had heard about? I had seen it 
mentioned only briefly after I had first woken up. The image of the words 
“VISITOR” strewn along the wall in red was forever implanted in my mind. 

I couldn’t shake the awful feeling that it was me who was the visitor. 
Why else had 1 been brought to that particular room? To be shown something? 
Shown what? Maybe the point was for me to see the words written on the 
wall. Maybe that was all that they had wanted for me to do. 

They... 

The Elders? I couldn’t put a face to the “they”. Were the angels who 
had taken me to heaven the same as the supposed “Elders”? The dying man 1 
had encountered had talked about the Elders as well. 

But who were they? 

Why did they seem to have so much more power over the rest of the 
inhabitants of the station? 1 couldn’t take my mind off of them. 

A feeling was building up inside of me. A strange feeling. 
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A feeling that our fate was going to be decided in the next few hours. 
A feeling that the entire situation was going to come to a climactic finale soon; 
that it would be us who made the decision of whether or not this station was 
going to survive. 

I felt that the final act of the mission was coming up soon, and one of 
us, whether Baron, Brent, or myself, would become a casualty of the climax. 

It seemed no one knew who was going to make it to the denouement, 
and who was going to die in the process. 

Green glowing text hung over the massive entrance to one of the few 
interim rooms that Pod C held. The glowing text glared off of our dark suits, 
giving Baron and 1 a green tinge. The ITO member’s suit wasn’t affected as 
much; the bright yellow of his suit clashing with the deep green. The entrance 
itself was massive; just as large as the other interim room I had encountered 
on my journey to the Cargo Sector. Behind the large doorway was the room 
itself. It looked familiar with its singular column in the middle and circle of 
desks and monitors surrounding the room. 

This time, however, instead of searching for a path into a sector itself, 
our eyes were turned toward the hallway that would lead us between sectors. 
We quickly found it. The “Inter-Sector Access Path” had a sign above it 
reading just that. The sign itself was slightly smaller than the text noting that 
of the interim room. Beyond the entrance, the somewhat large hallway 
extended forward straight. It seemed like it would go on forever. However, it 
came to an end far off in the distance; some object blocking the view. 

Unlike the dark grey metal plating throughout most of the station, the 
hallway’s walls, ceiling, and floor were much different. Lining the entire 
length of the hallway was much smaller white tiling on the ceiling and floor. 
The walls were white, yet had the normal metal-plating that we had seen 
throughout the station. Bright lights bathed the hallway, giving it a friendly 
and welcoming feel. 
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This wasn’t a dark industrial corridor that shady characters strolled 
about in. No. This was supposed to be a grand hallway in which the denizens 
of various pods and sectors could walk through. It was meant to be nice in 
order to give the likely hundreds of travelers per day, a pleasant stroll to their 
place of work. It was unlike anything else I had seen before on the station. 

With a quick hand motion, Baron beckoned us to follow him into the 
long hallway. We gladly obliged. 1 forgot about how secure I felt when I had 
Baron, or any other squadmate to watch my back. I had been on my own for 
so long it felt like I would always have to be entirely aware of my 
surroundings. I knew for a fact that having Baron’s perfect aim trained on the 
hallway in front of us transformed it into a killing field. Any hostile that 
entered the area in which Baron was looking was as good as dead. 

As we entered the hallway, I turned my aim rearward, watching all of 
our backs. The ITO member residing in the middle of us. His position favored 
Baron a little more, leaving a wider gap between him and I than between him 
and Baron. After all, Baron had a gun that could put out more firepower in a 
short amount of time. It was safer to stick with him. As we trotted down the 
hallway, Sara informed us of our next directions. 

“We can take this hallway to the central room between the four 
sectors. From there, the entrance to the Commercial Sector will be in sight." 

The sound of her voice over our comms was slightly disturbed; a little 
crackly and hard to hear. It didn’t bode well. 

We continued on in silence. Once again, it was only the sound of our 
repeated footsteps that could be heard. We knew what we all had to do. And 
we knew that small talk wasn’t going to help us do that. 

I kept my pistol at the ready, not yet training on the space behind us, 
rather keeping it lowered and ready to be raised and fired. My eyes scanned 
the shrinking opening of the hallway as we descended further and further into 
the sector. 

I squinted. 
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I had seen something. Something minuscule. Just a small change in 
the texture of the black darkness in the entrance; perhaps a small flicker of 
movement. I leaned my head forward, hopelessly trying to get a better look. 
Unfortunately, as we moved further into the hallway, my vision of the 
entrance of the hallway got worse and worse. If whatever had disturbed the 
light did so again, I wouldn’t have been able to even see. 

1 decided it was most likely a trick of the eyes; an illusion. I ceased 
my pondering and decided to remain focused and on perceptive, not just with 
my sight, but with my hearing as well. 1 needed to make sure I heard any 
possible cue from Baron to stop or turn around in the event of encountering 
any hostiles. I resumed my steady pace as I followed Baron deeper into the 
hallway. 

We soon neared the center room of the pod. As we got closer and 
closer I turned around. It was only then that I realized it wasn’t exactly a 
room, rather a cylindrical atrium. Much like the interim rooms between 
sectors, the center room had a large column stretching up towards the ceiling. 
Only this time, however, the ceiling was much higher. It seemed to be 15 
meters at least to the top. The cylindrical walls surrounding the atrium went 
straight upward at first but eventually curved inward, meeting the central 
column at the very top. A small set of trapezoidal windows encircled the 
center column at the top. There were at least two decks above us on the 
station. Who knew how many decks lay below. Sara had informed us that the 
hospital was at the “top” of the station, likely on one of the top floors above 
us. 

Below the trapezoidal windows and inward curving walls, various 
benches and planters were occupying the space between the entrances of the 
four access hallways that stretched outwards. The central atrium seemed 
almost to be an artificial park of sorts, obviously meant for social interaction 
and gatherings. It sure had the size for it. 
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As we entered the room entirely, my eyes then wandered over to the 
four entrances themselves. Above the square entrances were metal plaques 
with imprinted words. To my left, the plaque above the entrance read 
“Management/Commercial Hallway”, to my center, the plaque read 
“Commercial/Residential Hallway, and to my left, the plaque read 
“Commercial/Cargo Hallway”. My eyes focused in on the two hallways with 
“commercial” in their name. The Commercial Sector would lay between those 
two. 

I looked around and realized something. The walls were somewhat 
clean. The floors were devoid of any kind of mess or spills. The atrium had 
been seemingly untouched. 

It struck me as somewhat funny. 

It seemed to me that Pod C was the home of the isolationist cult that 
the ITO member had informed us of. But for some reason, they had left the 
atrium completely alone. There was no blood, no writing on the walls, and no 
dead bodies. I found it hard to believe that a place such as this, at the center of 
everything, could be left untouched. 

It seemed that it had been cleaned up; all the possible messes had been 
removed. It seemed as if it had been tidied up. For someone in particular? 
Maybe. 

Possibly for us; a greeting of sorts. 

Baron held his hand up for us to cease our walking. We all stopped in 
place. I ceased my careless gazing and focused back on Baron. He turned 
toward us, lowering his gun. 

“How do we get to the hospital from here, Sara?” he asked. 

“The fastest route to the hospital is to enter the Commercial Sector 
from either of its two bordering hallways. Take the first door in the hallway. 
From there, you can vector towards the hospital which lies two floors above 
the middle of the sector.” Sara’s voice was even more distant. Some kind of 
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disturbance- a white noise of sorts- was building up in the background of our 
comms, making it hard to hear Sara. 

We all looked at each other and nodded. Before heading toward the 
entrance to the sector, Baron decided to speak again. 

“This is when we enter the lion’s den. Expect hostile engagement. 

Stay in the same positions. I’m on point. Porcupine watches our back. That 
sound good to everyone?” 

We nodded back at Baron. 

I focused my thoughts on what Baron had just said: “enter the lion’s 
den”. It had struck a note with me. My thoughts weren’t just unique. The 
people with me felt it as well. 

This was it. This was the lion’s den. All my past encounters with 
hostiles had been nothing compared to what we were about to go up against. 
This was the heart -the homeland- of the cult. This is where the greatest 
concentration of hostiles was going to reside. 

This was the hornet’s nest. 

We had to be ready to face numerous foes. Normally, I would have 
been worried. All I had was a powerful pistol. Beyond its imposing stopping 
power, it didn’t have much use. I felt vulnerable with it. I couldn’t fire off 20+ 
rounds in a few seconds if needed. If there was a multitude of enemies 
confronting us, both the ITO member and myself would be the first to fall. 
However, it was under normal circumstances that I felt vulnerable. 

This time, I was with Baron, not just myself. With Baron, I knew that 
any number of foes that we encountered would be quickly disposed of. I knew 
that it was safer having Baron watch my back than being locked inside a metal 
vault. 

Baron turned towards the “Management/Commercial Hallway” to our 
left and motioned us to follow him in that direction. We quickly took up 
positions behind him. As we walked around the central column 1 pointed my 
gun down the hallway with the plaque reading “Commercial/Residential 



149 


Hallway”; making sure that there wasn’t a hostile figure trying to flank us 
from behind. 1 also checked just to confirm my hopes that no one was 
following us and that the shifting of light that I had seen as we walked down 
the hallway had been an illusion. 

We eventually exited the atrium and the first entrance into the hallway 
came into view. A small, almost dingey metal door arrived on our left as we 
entered the hallway. It was likely a service door. At the top section of the door 
was a small metal grill with gaps to see through into the room behind it. 
Baron’s voice came in somewhat silent over comms. 

“Stack up on the right wall,” he said. 1 quickly hustled over to the 
right wall; positioning myself somewhat close to it. I had my gun lowered yet 
ready to be sprung into action. Brent, following my lead, positioned himself 
behind me, his gun at the ready as well. Once we were in position, Baron 
positioned himself in front of the door; moving his helmet close to the door in 
order to peer in. After a good look, he pulled his head back and gave us the 
“okay” sign. 

“All good,” Baron told us. 

He reached down a hand and slowly turned the knob of the door. With 
a small creaking noise, the door swung open in a controlled manner, having 
been guided by Baron’s hand. Without prompt, I moved from the wall and 
positioned myself right next to the door on the left-hand side. I looked over at 
the ITO member to gesture him into the doorway first. It was better for myself 
or Baron to be watching our rear as much as possible. Brent hastily shuffled 
himself into the dimly lit room. I quickly followed, shutting the door behind 
me. 

The interior of the room was entirely different from that of the 
brightly lit hallway. Instead of a bright fluorescent beam residing on the 
ceiling, there was a small incandescent bulb. We appeared to have entered a 
service hallway, likely one frequented by mechanics and other fixer-upper 
types. 
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A resounding trickle could be heard throughout the room. Likely that 
of a still-running water main or other pieces of plumbing. 1 could see a section 
of piping running the length of the long corridor. In front of us, the room 
stretched out a few feet but then tightened, only allowing room for the pipes to 
continue on until the next periodical service station, likely in another area. The 
ceiling also had a mixture of pipes and other mechanical devices on it. So did 
the walls which sported certain knobs and levers with small writing on plaques 
above them. 

To our left, near Baron, was a door leading out into one of the main 
sections of the commercial area. The door itself looked nicer. Instead of the 
upper portion boasting an ugly metal grate, it instead had a tinted window; 
blocking out most of the light coming from the room behind it. 

Baron was standing near the tinted window. He had moved his helmet 
close to it and seemed to also be trying to peer through the near-opaque 
window. Unfortunately, it was to no avail. Baron moved his helmet back and 
gestured for me to position myself up in front of the next door. The ITO 
member stood back a few feet, keeping his gun at the ready. 

Baron snuck over next to the door and grabbed the handle. He looked 
up at me to make sure I was ready. He held up three fingers and started 
counting down. As the first of his fingers dropped, I focused in on the door in 
front of me. I raised pistol, readying it for whoever might lie behind the door. 

As his second finger dropped, I focused in even harder, blotting out 
the noises coming from the pipes and focusing all my effort on my aim and 
vision. Finally, his third finger dropped. I was ready. With a strong push, 
Baron shoved the door open and it flew outwards, away from me. As it 
opened, it quickly revealed the room that lay behind it. 

Behind the door was another hallway. This hallway, however, stopped 
short and opened up into an actual room. The texture and overall scenery of 
the hallway differed greatly from that of the service room. Instead of a cold 
metallic look, the hallway sported a more friendly one; carpeted and well-lit. 
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As the door opened fully, it was revealed to me that we must’ve been standing 
in the back hallway of a diner. The hallway continued on for a few feet then 
ended as it opened up into a dining area for the diner. There was a large metal 
countertop with a few opened cash registers spanning across my view of the 
room. To the left, I could see a small opening that allowed whoever worked 
there to enter and exit the sectioned off area. 

To the left inside the hallway was another door, this one had a plaque 
that read “Employees Only”. I held my gun at the ready, pointing down the 
hallway towards the room. I was ready for any potential hostile to show 
themselves. 

Beyond the room, I could see a large hallway behind it. The large 
hallway stretched perpendicular to the hallway 1 was in. 1 squinted to get a 
better view of the hallway but most of it was obscured by the glass which 
separated the diner from the rest of the sector. While there was a bright light 
shining directly in the hallway from the ceiling, beyond that, it started to look 
more and more derelict. 

The cash registers were the first hint of the poor state that the 
Commercial Sector seemed to be in. They were open; completely devoid of 
cash. It was likely stolen by some kind of looter or plague victim. The light in 
the dining room itself was broken; flickering from time to time and 
periodically illuminating the greater part of the diner. 

There were various liquids scattered on the ground: a mixture of 
blood, water, and other fluids unknown to me. Most of the fluid had seeped 
into the now damp carpet, yet some remained buoyant on top of it, waiting for 
a boot to come and step in it. 

In the dining area, I could see various tables and chairs scattered on 
the floor; likely having been disturbed by whoever had come through the area. 
From what I had seen so far, the Commercial Sector was not looking too good. 
However, none of us had yet to see one of the various plague victims roaming 
the station. It seemed that it was only a matter of time until we did. 
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With my gun still raised, 1 quickly walked down the hallway and out 
into the open dining area. As I got further and further towards the center of the 
diner, I started to notice more and more of my surroundings. The dining room 
itself was much larger than I had previously thought. It stretched a few meters 
in front and to my right. But to my left, the diner extended much farther, being 
at least 8 meters or so. 

The entrance and exit of the diner were situated off to my left as well, 
on the wall in front of me, almost in the comer. The entrance itself was a pair 
of glass doors. One of the doors had a large crack, possibly from a bullet or 
other projectile. The other door was partially open. I could only see a small 
section of the hallway behind the two disheveled doors. From what I could 
see, the hallway outside the diner resembled a street. Much like the “avenue” 
that I had run down in the Residential Sector earlier, the hallway outside of the 
diner was spacious and well-lit. I could see little tiles arranged in a grid pattern 
along the floor of the “street”, almost resembling a cobbled road. 

The diner itself was a different matter. Instead of being a well-lit and 
spacious area, it seemed to resemble more of a pig-stye. 

Broken light fixtures hung from the ceiling; their wires exposed and 
occasionally sparking. The various chairs and tables that normally would have 
been arranged in a neat fashion were scattered on the floor throughout the 
diner. Off to the left, slightly obscured by the long countertop, I could see a 
dead body lying on the floor face down. 

It wasn’t the kind of dead body that I was used to seeing, though. 

Most of the dead figures I had seen had been freshly killed. I could tell 
because their skin and other meaty features had remained, for the most part, 
intact. They still seemed to retain some form of humanity in death. With this 
body, however, it was a slightly different story. 

The dead body on the ground had almost fully decomposed. Any 
remains of flesh seemed to have escaped him. The only thing covering him up 
was a blue uniform. A waiter perhaps? 1 could just barely see the back of his 
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exposed skull. His arms, strewn out from him left and right were just a few 
bones lying on the floor. They had no fleshy bits or anything else to cover 
them up. 

1 pondered at the cause of his death. He must have died a while ago. A 
week perhaps? A month? How did his body get stripped of all its tissue? I 
struck me that it was only his bones and his uniform. Nothing else. Everything 
had been stripped from him. Perhaps some plague victims came along and 
chopped him up, leaving just the bones in an arranged fashion. It seemed 
implausible to me. 

It was then that I saw a long knife, similar to the ones I had seen the 
plague victims carrying, lodged between two of his ribs. It stuck out at a 
forty-five-degree angle to the right, only being held up by the two ribs it was 
stuck between. 

Baron quickly followed behind me into the dining room. We kept our 
aim trained on any possible nooks or entrances a hostile could come out of. I 
heard more footsteps and the ITO member also came out of the hallway 
behind us. He kept his pistol trained on the main entrance to the diner, giving 
me backup. 

Our footsteps ceased as everyone got in position. After a quick check, 
we were ready to get moving again. Baron was the first to move. He vaulted 
over the countertop, planting himself firmly in the middle of the dining area. 
He kept his aim trained to the door which was now the only area where a 
threat could come from other than behind us. 

I quickly flipped around and faced the hallway we came from just to 
make sure there was no one following us. I saw nothing. Brent hopped over 
the countertop as well, mimicking Baron. I was the last to climb over the 
countertop. After I had done so, we were all ready to move again. Before we 
did so, Sara had another set of directions. 

“The Hospital in this sector is one of the main ones on the station. 
First, you need to go down the street to your right. Take one right turn and the 
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elevator leading up to the hospital should be in plain view at the end of a 
dead-end. Move out, marines.” 

Without taking another second to wait around, we got a move on. 
Baron made a gesture for us to follow him. The three of us moved as a unit 
toward the entrance to the diner. As we neared it, Baron held his gun up and 
pointed outwards. He got right up next to the half-opened door and peeked 
out, his gun pointed out into the street. Both Brent and I lined up on the wall 
behind him. After a quick check, Baron gave the okay sign and slowly opened 
the door fully. 

As he did so, he moved his body out into the hallway. We duly 
followed, making sure to back him up in the event of any hostiles. As the three 
of us stepped out into the large “street” in front of the diner, the situation of 
the Commercial Sector as a whole became very clear to us. 

The place was a mess; an absolute mess. 

There were dead bodies strewn across the large “street”. Just as in the 
diner, various large light fixtures were broken and hanging by a few threads. 
Rows and rows of looted shops and establishments stretched on in front and 
behind us down the hallway. Many of the establishments had broken windows. 
Some had been seemingly burnt. Others had writing strewn across them. 

There were various carts and vending stands knocked over on the sides of the 
street, all their contents spilled out on the floor. I noticed that most of the 
bodies seemed to be that of clothed people: ones not affiliated with the cult. 
The dead bodies were extremely similar to the skeleton 1 had seen inside of 
the diner. Their fleshy tissue had been stripped and their bones were the only 
remains still present. 

What struck me the most wasn’t all the chaos and dishevelment that 
filled the sector. It wasn’t the dead bodies and bodily fluids spilled across the 
metal floor. It wasn’t the cracked windows and burnt surfaces. Rather, it was 
the large banner hanging across the street from the upper levels of two shops 
across from each other. 
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It was a large banner, three meters across and two meters vertically. 
However, as always, the size or nature of the banner wasn’t what interested 
me, rather what was on it. 

Just as I had seen in the Residential Sector earlier, the gigantic red 
words: “VISITOR” were written across the face of the banner. Just as I had 
seen in the Residential Sector, the paint -or blood, perhaps- used to write the 
words was dripping down the face of the banner and off onto the floor. 

I stood in place for a second, completely in shock, and the only one 
who was looking in the direction of the banner. I moved my hand shakily to 
tap Baron on the shoulder. It fumbled for a second, but eventually, I was able 
to make contact with Baron’s shoulder. I gave him two quick taps and he 
turned around hastily. 

As he did so, I pointed towards the sign, signaling his attention to it. I 
looked over at Baron to try to gauge his reaction. Unfortunately, I couldn’t see 
his reaction through the opaque visor. Luckily for me, he vocalized his 
reactions fairly quickly. 

“Hmmm. Porcupine-” he paused for a second; deciding what to say. 
“You saw these words before? In the Residential Sector?” 

“Yeah. Saw ‘em written just like this.” 

I heard him curse under his breath. He shook his head. 

“You think the people who wrote it were the ones who brought you 

there?” 

It seemed likely. 

“Sure,” I responded. And then it hit me. 

I got what Baron was trying to imply. They had known that I would be 
brought into the Residential Sector. They had known so they put up a sign; a 
welcome mat for us. And it was no different this time. The huge banner strewn 
across the hallway in front of us was nothing more than a welcome. It showed 
that not only did they know that we were coming, but they wanted to welcome 
us. 
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Shivers ran down my spine. 

They had known we were coming all along. But how had they known? 
My hairs stood on end at the thought of that. They must’ve been watching us 
from the shadows. Had someone been following us the entire time? 

My mind shot back to the moment in the hallway when I had seen the 
light behind us become disrupted. Maybe it was another one of those 
mysterious loincloth-clad plague victims. We were moving at a somewhat 
slower pace so it wasn’t out of the question that a scout could spot us and 
quickly take some kind of side tunnel back to report their findings. 

1 didn’t like how the situation was turning out. 

Baron spoke up again, 

“Eyes to our perimeter. They know we’re here. Be ready for 
anything.” 

On Baron’s command, the three of us put some distance between each 
other. No point bunching. Then we’d just be easy targets. My eyes, as well as 
the pistol in my hands, immediately turned in the direction of the row of shops 
surrounding us on either side. My eyes scanned not only the lower street-level 
shops but their balconies as well, making sure there were no possible eyes 
watching us, preparing for an ambush. 

My eyes darted all the cracks and crevices of the storefronts to my left 
and right. I looked over all the countertops and seats obscured by the 
semi-opaque glass. 1 looked through all the small windows lining many of the 
buildings. I looked over the balconies of the second story buildings. 1 was 
searching for just a minuscule glimpse, just a tiny clue, that someone could be 
watching us. I was searching for the smallest flicker in the lighting. I was 
searching for the smallest shi mm er of movement in the darkness of far off 
storage rooms at the backs of shops; their doors having been left open. 

That was when I caught it. 

Just the smallest movement in the distance. I saw it on the balcony of 
one of the shops to the left of me. It had just been a flicker of movement from 
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a figure; a person. The light had been disturbed as well; the figure blocking its 
path for just a moment. It appeared for a split second, then immediately 
disappeared behind the obscuring cover of the balcony. 

I kept my eyes trained on the balcony, hoping to catch the figure out 
again. 1 didn’t know if he knew I had seen him. If he did, he would likely not 
be as careless. I had to try regardless. I kept my eyes fixed on the balcony for a 
few more seconds before reporting back to Baron. 

“Ten O’clock! On the balcony. I saw something.” 

I heard the sound of boots pivoting on the floor as Baron whipped 
around and trained his aim on the balcony. He shot his aim up toward the 
balcony as he scanned the edge. He was poised; entirely ready to take the skin 
off of the poor luck who popped his body over the railing. 

Unfortunately, however, no one showed up. 

We stood in place for a while. We were in complete silence as we 
searched all around us for any more signs of movement. Yet they never came. 
We were again left with unanswered questions and the ever-building feeling of 
paranoia. 

I was about to question Baron. I wanted to know if we could get moving 
again. We had been alert long enough. Whoever I had seen was long gone 


now. 
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BREEDING CONFUSION 


I never heard the flip of the switch, but I sensed it. It was almost as if 
the overhead lights had given us a little preview; a hint of what was to come. 
They seemingly flickered for a second. It didn’t catch my attention at first, but 
my inner conscious had sensed it. It had taken the little disturbance of light 
and stored back behind my better brain. Maybe to rationalize something if 
need be. 

I never heard the flip of the switch, but I definitely heard the power 
cutting out of all the lights in sight. 

Several booms resounded through the large street, starting far out to 
our left at the dead-end at the end of the street. Right on cue with the booms, 
the massive overhead lights cut out in sequence. The first to cut off was the 
light closest to the dead end. Next was the light after it, edging closer and 
closer to us. 

As the lights shut off in sequence, the overall illumination of the room 
started to weaken. My vision got worse and worse as the darkness started to 
enshroud the three of us. It was closing in, ready to separate us. Ready to cut 
us off from one another and leave us vulnerable. 

I seemed to be in the best situation, strangely enough. If I was 
supposed to be the so-called “Visitor”, then obviously the strange cult residing 
in the Residential Sector had decided to place some importance upon myself. 
Upon my life. 
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I worried about the fate of the other two, especially Brent. Baron 
could handle himself well; much better than I could, but the ITO member was 
a lot less experienced with combat and possible life-or-death situations. 

The trail of shutdown lights closed in on us. Only a few remained, 
including the one directly above our heads. 1 heard Brent mumbling over 
comms, 

“Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit-” 

His voice had a characteristic shake in it, likely due to fear or 
nervousness. 

I had my hand poised on the small button used to activate the 
flashlight attached to the under-barrel rail of the pistol. I was ready to click it 
on as the final light shut off in order to stop us from becoming vulnerable in 
the few moments it took to get situated in the dark. 

Now, only the final light remained above our heads. But just as 
quickly as it had become the final source of light, it turned off. We were 
shrouded in complete darkness. 

But only for a second. I clicked the button on the pistol’s flashlight 
and a strong beam shot out into the darkness; keeping it at bay in a cone that 
widened outward. Baron activated his flashlight second. A high-powered 
beam shot out of his rifle. 

Lastly, the ITO member turned on the flashlight on his pistol, giving 
us one last beam of light to illuminate our surroundings. We all pointed our 
lights outward, trying desperately to secure some sense of a perimeter. I 
whipped my gun back and forth in front of me. My movements sent the beam 
all sorts of places around my surroundings. It illuminated balconies and 
storefronts for moments at a time. I tried to keep even coverage of my 
surroundings as I searched for signs of movement. 

Unfortunately for us, there were many signs of movement. The beam 
of my flashlight caught many figures moving. Some were scrambling over 
countertops inside stores, some were poking their heads out for a second at a 
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time on the tops of balconies. A few even sprinted across the open street into 
other stores, my light catching them only for an in s tant 

“Baron. Picking up lots of movement near me. Lot’s of possible 
hostiles.” 

“I’m picking up a lot too. Hold your fire until my signal.” 

I wanted to blast the figures as soon as 1 saw them. But I held my 
finger away from the trigger, waiting for Baron’s signal. 1 decided my urges to 
shoot were unwarranted. The figures scurrying about down the street hadn’t 
proven themselves hostile yet. Even though they greatly resembled the 
previous enemies I had encountered, they themselves hadn’t done anything 
outright aggressive yet. We were trying to save lives anyway. 

Eventually, the movement of the figures all around us started to die 
down. Instead of scurrying all over the place, many of them settling down 
behind countertops. They poked their small heads over as they watched us in 
the center of the street. I swung my aim back and forth across a few shop 
counters to my left. I kept my aim trained on the various heads hiding under 
tables and behind countertops; making sure they didn’t move. 

All of the movement stopped and we were left with silence. It was an 
awkward, uncomfortable silence. My nervous energy was eating away at me. 1 
wanted to move. I wanted to shoot at something. But I stood stock-still. I 
wouldn’t even consider making a move until Baron gave me the go-ahead. All 
the figures caught up in our flashlights stood frozen in place. 

They were waiting for something. Waiting for a signal of some sort. 

Baron must have been waiting for it too. He hadn’t moved at all other 
than to keep his aim trained steadily on the figures around us. I looked over 
my left shoulder at the ITO member. He was stock still as well. I could just 
barely see his white knuckles clenched tightly over the pistol’s grip. He 
must’ve been tense. I could see a slight shake in his arms, likely from his 
nervous energy. After all, he was the least prepared for this situation. I worried 
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that we wouldn’t be able to rely on him if things got too tense. Baron probably 
sensed this as well and would prepare himself accordingly. 

The silence was interrupted. 

A high-pitched blare resounded from the tops of the street. Multiple 
speakers emitted the piercing noise. I could hear noise sources all along the 
roof, both in front and behind me. The high pitched noise modulated for a few 
seconds in place, before eventually tapering off into a lower-pitched static 
noise. The noise then died down into a low pitch grumble. 

As the noise emitted, I caught glimpses of the various figures around 
us bowing their heads down. They were submitting themselves to the noise 
coming from the intercoms above them. 

“Hold position,” Baron ordered quietly over the radio, wanting to 
keep us calm and make sure we didn’t make any rash moves in wake of the 
shift in the atmosphere of the room. 

The grumble was eventually broken. 1 didn’t notice the change in 
frequency at first. It was only a slight pressure change in my ears at first but 
eventually developed into a deep pulsating noise. The bass vibrated in my 
chest as the noise increased. As it got louder, the pitch grew higher and it 
started to sound like a siren. There were periodic pulsations of bass that 
resounded out of the overhead intercoms and into our bodies. 

The noise emanating out of the speakers felt like a strange chant. It 
had a rhythmic attitude to it and eventually reached its highest pitch before 
dipping back down. I looked back around at many of the storefronts, trying to 
see what the various figures were up to. They had ceased from staring at us 
and were now bowing their heads down. Their eyes seemed to be fixed to the 
floor. They were doing a prayer of some sort. It was unnerving; strange- to see 
what we thought were hostiles keeping their distance from us. I pondered what 
the hundreds of thoughts flowing through Baron’s head right now were. 

The volume of the droning noise started to die down. The figures 
came alive again slightly. Instead of maintaining their slow chanting, their 
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eyes opened and they resumed their harsh staring. I felt the laser-beams 
coming out of their eyes on my body again. It made the skin on the back of my 
neck stand up. Once again, we were left in silence as the droning noise 
finished. Whoever was behind the noise coming through the speakers 
purposefully prolonged the silence. They waited just to get on our nerves. Just 
to build up our ever-growing paranoia. 

Finally, the person behind the speakers did end up speaking. 

“My children.” 

The only word 1 could use to describe their voice through the speakers 
was: booming. The cadence of their voice was brilliant, resembling that of a 
Roman orator mixed with a charismatic reverend. The speaker’s bassy voice 
sent good vibrations throughout my body. Their words flowed off their tongue 
with ease. 

Whoever this was, they obviously had a lot of influence. Perhaps they 
were one of the so-called “Elders”. All the figures around us seemed to obey 
their voice. They remained utterly silent; they were poised the hear the words 
about to come through the speakers. 1 realized I was equally poised to hear the 
words. 1 had gotten distracted by the voice; my aim had dropped toward the 
ground momentarily. I had made myself completely vulnerable for a moment. 

I realized this and quickly brought it back up, making sure to train it on the 
figures I had been looking at before. 

“It has come to my attention that we have a few... visitors in our 
midst," the speaker continued. “It is our duty to properly welcome them into 
our domain.” 

It became clear to me that the reason the figures hadn’t attacked us yet 
simply because their leader had told them not to. As far as we knew, they 
could still be entirely hostile. Maybe the only reason the leader had kept them 
from attacking us was only so that he could put us in an even more vulnerable 
position. A position where he knew we would be easy meat. 
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“Could my constables please come forward and escort our friends into 
the welcoming area?” 

Constables? 

Two clothed figures appeared out of the shadows. 1 could tell both of 
them were infected, yet their symptoms didn’t seem to be as advanced as some 
of the others. The sores and blemishes on their faces were minimal compared 
to their scantily-clad compatriots. The other figures- the ones still hiding in the 
shadows- watched attentively as they approached. 

“Steady, Porcupine.” 

Baron held his hand up to me- removing it from the rifle’s grip- 
gesturing for me to hold my fire. He wanted to know more about what was 
going on before we started blasting people. The two constables approached 
Baron and I. We kept our aim trained on both of them. No sense in lowering 
our guard just yet. One of the constables could easily have a knife of some sort 
hidden in one of the many pockets of their baggy pants or jackets. 

The constable on the right- the one with a large sore of some sort on 
his nose- was the first to speak. 

“My friends- please follow us. The Elders have been waiting for you!” 

He sounded oddly happy. It was a strange juxtaposition considering 
the fairly hostile atmosphere. It was almost unnerving, yet his enthusiasm 
seemed genuine. The people here didn’t seem to know the gravity of their 
condition. Maybe the Elders had given everyone false hope. Were the Elders 
even aware of everyone’s condition? 

The constable on the left- the one who hadn’t spoken- motioned for us 
to follow him. Baron was hesitant at first, but he eventually gave in. I looked 
back at the ITO member and motioned for him to follow Baron. He quickly set 
off after him without argument. It was best that I brought up the rear. The 
figures surrounding seemed to be friendly for the moment, but I feared their 
attitudes could quickly change. 
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The constables led us down the street toward a door located at a 
distant dead end. We passed more shop fronts as we walked in a ragged line. 
As we continued along, I spotted yet more figures hiding behind counters and 
peaking over balconies. How many people were there in this sector alone? In 
this room alone? 

At least a hundred. 

I wondered how many followers in total these Elders had. How many 
had they persuaded to submit to them? Who knew. 

We approached the doors at the dead end. 1 looked back and saw that 
some of the figures had ceased their hiding and were now slowly creeping out 
of buildings and into the center of the street. I held my aim up to them, hoping 
some would take it as a warning to back off. 

I heard a pleasant beep followed by a whooshing sound as cold air 
blasted my back. Turning back around, I saw that the constables had opened 
the door. Behind it lay the interior of an elevator. The two constables had filed 
in neatly to the comers of the elevator and Baron was entering as well- albeit 
hesitantly- with his hand ready to fire off shots out of his rifle as needed. 

I was the last to enter the cramped elevator. 1 backpedaled towards it as I kept 
my aim trained on the moving figures in front of me. Eventually, I turned 
around and entered alongside Baron and the ITO member. The interior of the 
elevator was decently furnished. Minimalistic, yet well kept and a stark 
contrast to all the destruction elsewhere in the station. I shuffled to the back of 
the elevator and grabbed the back railing with my right hand. 

The three of us stood in the middle with the two constables flanking 
us on either side. Baron and 1 kept our eyes trained on the hands of the 
constables. If one were to pull a knife or handheld implement, we’d have to be 
on our game. The playing field was leveled in an area this small. Luckily, the 
constables showed no sign of making any sort of irrational moves. The one 
with the sore on his nose moved towards the small control panel to the right of 
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the open elevator doors. He pressed one of the many circular buttons, marked 
“L2”. Another satisfying ding and the two metal doors slid shut. 

My sightline of the figures in the distance narrowed and narrowed 
until their distant forms completely disappeared until I was just left with the 
four other humans in the elevator. There were five of us in total. Five of us 
entering the heart of the operation- the inner sanctum. 
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THE FINAL SANCTUM CALLS; DUTIFULLY ANSWERED 


The elevator rumbled as it ascended towards the upper levels of the 

station. 

We all stood in silence. The tension was too much to talk- almost too 
much to bear. It was then that I started to sweat. A few moist droplets formed 
on my temples. 1 could feel my body start to emit a light dampness. The 
situation was really picking up. 

We were getting to the heart of things. The resolution was 
approaching. I tried to prepare myself for it mentally. 

I felt another rumble as the elevator slowed to a gradual halt. The 
constable on the right shifter on his haunches as he prepared for action. A final 
ding resounded as we completely stopped. The doors decide to stay shut for 
just another moment. Perhaps they wanted to build a little more tension before 
revealing their prize. Another sound of metal rubbing on metal and the electric 
double doors slid to the left and right. 

The first thing 1 noticed about the hospital was how clean it was. 

It was very clean; as a hospital should be under normal circumstances. 
These circumstances, however, were anything but normal. 

We stepped out into what appeared to be the hospital’s main reception 
area. The cold metal sheets that lined the walls and ceilings of the station, for 
the most part, gave way to white tiles. Equally white buttresses jutted out from 
walls periodically. The reception room stretched from left to right fairly far, 
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giving off a roomy feel. Two large hallways extended off from the main 
admission area. The sign above the left hallway read “EMERGENCY 
ROOM”. The one above the right hallway read “LAB”. 

Between the two hallways was the main admissions desk. Various 
computers lined the grey countertop. Paperwork and other office supplies 
lined the disheveled lair of a desk. Hanging above the center desk was a 
gigantic banner. The same blood-red colored words were strewn across it: 

WELCOME 

We stepped out of the elevator and into the spaciousness of the lobby. 
Other than the five of us, the hospital appeared to be utterly deserted. There 
was no sound emanating out of the hallways, no hustling or bustling 
throughout the corridors. 

No movement. 

No action. 

No things. 

Nothing. 

This must have been the palace. This must have been the place where 
only the elite few were allowed to reside; away from the cess-pit of the 
common masses. No wonder it was so clean. It was the final room; the inner 
ventricle of the entire organization. We were standing in the nerve center of 
the entire cult. The only thing that stood between us and the cure, was a few 
hallways. 

A row of people appeared out of the hallway with the sign reading 

“LAB”. 

So it wasn’t going to be so easy after all. The line of people appeared 
to be some kind of royal guard; A security force. They wouldn’t just let us go 
romping around in here without at least some kind of security. 

The line of guards wore matching clothes. All of them sported 
surprisingly clean black jumpsuits. They also shared matching masks. The 
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masks were the kind doctors wore for cleanliness purposes. Their weapons, 
however, were anything but uniform. 

Makeshift- crowbars, shattered baseball bats, kitchen knives, pieces of 
lead piping, wooden stakes. Their weapons were anything but ordinary. Each 
member of the guard seemed to have their own distinct weapon. 

All of them looked well-fed, almost healthy. Their faces, at least the 
part I could see, seemed to be mostly clear of the tell-tale sores. None of them 
seemed to be limping or have any other physical disabilities. They appeared to 
be, for the most part, a fully functioning fighting force. 

There were eight in total. As they approached us in a vertical line, 
they eventually spread horizontally to form a different line; one where they 
were standing shoulder to shoulder. In this line, they looked much more 
formidable. They made a fairly wide wall of meat, almost stretching from one 
hallway to the other. 

These were the only people that seemed to pose a threat to us. The 
only other threat: the mass of irrational plague victims- were trapped on the 
other side of the elevator. It was just the three of us, versus the eight 
jumpsuit-clad guards. The constables didn’t seem to pose much of a challenge. 
They didn’t appear to be armed, and even if they were, there were only two of 
them. 

We had to find a way to take care of the guards. I wondered if Baron 
had been working on any kind of plan 

That’s when I heard it. 

A signal. 

I heard it as a peep. Just a small noise in depths of my ear canal. 1 
heard, just barely, the sound of Baron flicking his fire selector switch off of 
safety. 1 could tell just barely from the timbre of the metallic click. I couldn’t 
tell if anyone else had heard it. As it stood, no one seemed to make any 
indication of their knowledge. 
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I subtly flicked off the safety of the pistol in my hands; keeping it 
pointed towards the ground. I hoped no one had noticed or heard. It appeared 
that they hadn’t picked up on it either. We were readying ourselves for 
something daring. But something we had been trained for. 

The art of surprise was always started with preparation. It was always 
about putting yourself in an utterly advantageous position. Part of that came 
from the surprise itself, but part of it also came from when and where the 
surprise was sprung, and how well you had controlled the variables of your 
situation. 

Done properly, you could get the jump on anyone and quickly take 
them down. I knew Baron was a master of surprise. Having had so much 
experience in the Interstellar Marines, he had a ton a training and field 
experience related to ambush and surprise tactics. All I had to do was follow 
his lead and help finish off some of the baddies with him. Hopefully nothing 
would go south. 

And so we waited for the right moment. 

Eventually one of the constables spoke up. 

“The Elders will see you now. They have been extremely excited to 
talk with you! They didn’t say why, unfortunately.” 

Before the constable could say anything more, one of the guards 
stepped out of line. He walked over to the constable and gestured for him to 
bring his head closer. The guard leaned in and whispered something in his ear. 
They exchanged a few silent words. The constable nodded and the guard 
returned to his place in line. 

“As it turns out, the Elders have requested to only see this one.” 

He pointed his finger directly at me. Suddenly there was a shift in 
attention and all eyes were suddenly locked on me. I felt uncomfortable in the 
center of focus. 

So they wanted to split us up. 

That was smart. 
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“He stays with me," Baron's booming voice declared. The attention 
now shifted over to him. The constable who had spoken looked taken aback. 

“I’m sorry, the Elders have requested only to see this one.” 

“He stays with me,” Baron repeated stubbornly. 

It was better to obey their wishes. Better to see how close we could 
get to the Elders. How close we could get to the cure. I took one hand off of 
my pistol and gestured to Baron. 

“It’s alright. I’ll go with them.” 

Baron paused for a second, wondering what to say. Eventually he 
nodded his head in recognition. So it was settled. The constable who had 
spoken gestured for me to follow him. As he started walking, I fell into step 
behind him. The other constable stayed back with Baron and the ITO member. 

The group of guards split up into two halves. Four stayed to guard 
Baron and the ITO member along with the second constable, while four went 
with myself and the first constable on our walk to see the Elders. 

That was when I heard static over my radio. 

Baron had decided to go on over radio frequency. 

This was it. This was the surprise. 

The static continued for a few seconds as we started walking toward 
the hallway reading “LAB”. I tensed up as we walked. The four guards 
flanked me in all directions. Two in the front: one on the left and one on the 
right. Two in the rear: one on the left and one on the right. The constable 
walked directly next to me. 

I wasn’t in the greatest situation- surrounded by enemies on all sides- 
but I knew Baron and I could make something out of it. 

It was then that the silence was cut short by Baron’s voice. 

“Engage.” 

Behind me there were four or five shots, all sounding off in quick 
succession. All attention flew over behind us to the main part of the reception 
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area. It had been Baron who had fired off the shots. All heads turned to see 
what the commotion was about. 

I used this to my advantage. 

Without turning my head to see what happened, I raised my pistol 
towards the guard to the right in front of me. A quick squeeze and he took a 
bullet to the chest. He stumbled and fell over, his weapon clattering out of 
hand. 

Before anyone else had time to react, my arm was already around the 
neck of the constable to my right. As I grabbed him, I fired off another shot 
towards the guard on my front left flank. He got a bullet in the shoulder, 
stumbling and slamming into the wall behind him. 

I made a ninety-degree turn to the left- taking the constable with me- 
to face the two guards who had been standing behind me. 1 tried to put as 
much space between myself and them. I was the one with the ranged weapon. 
If I could get within striking distance of their makeshift melee weapons then 
my advantage completely disappeared. 

They whipped back around to face me. 

Their eyes were stretched wide. The confusion was obvious, even 
with the doctors mask obscuring their faces. Just a few minutes ago, they 
couldn’t have ever realized they were going to meet a quick end. The two 
remaining guards stood frozen in place, not knowing what to do. 

“Drop your fucking weapons!” 

A metallic and wooden clatter resounded as a crowbar and baseball 
bat dropped to the floor. The two guards whipped their hands up, surrendering 
to Baron and myself. I looked into the distance and saw Baron standing next to 
four dead bodies. He had left the other constable alive as well. The 
aforementioned constable was lying on the floor in the fetal position, covering 
his head. The two guards I had shot had stopped moving. They must have 
been either dead or unconscious. I could worry about them later. 
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Brent was standing behind Baron, his pistol still lowered. He looked 
utterly stunned- unable to move. I waved Baron over and he jogged toward the 
four us. He walked up behind the guard on the left and raised his rifle up to 
head level. With a quick movement, Baron butted the guard with the rifle. The 
guard immediately fell over, sprawling onto the floor, unconscious. 

Baron repeated his motion with the second guard who fell over next to 
his companion. 

Six dead guards. 

Two unconscious. 

Two hostages. 

This would be a hard one to sort out. The two hostages were a good 
thing. Obviously the constables held some weight in the cult. We could use 
them to leverage things from the Elders. 

It was then that two thoughts in my mind converged. Two separate 
ideas and missions that I had been holding separate in my brain merged. 

We were searching for the cure. 

We were searching for the Elders. 

I realized we had to find the cure, not necessarily just the Elders. 
Would they even have the cure? It seemed that they controlled the entirety of 
the Hospital. Had the cure been created before they even set up their 
operation? Or had they ceased manufacturing the cure as a means of control 
over the population. It was obvious that if the people who supported them died 
then their power would be completely gone. They could have used the cure as 
a way to build up their mythos; they could make it appear as if they could 
perform miracles. Maybe that’s why the constables and guards looked so 
healthy. Maybe they’d been exposed to the cure for the sake of giving them 
power. 

The unwashed masses on the other side of the elevator still seemed 
greatly afflicted. Perhaps the Elders had given the cure to a select few to keep 
the masses watching on in awe at the so-called “miracles” they could perform. 
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We had to find them. We had to take the cure and get it back to ITO 
so they could get a relief effort running. We were only a few short hallways 
away from acquiring it. I turned to Baron. 

“Baron. I think we’re close.” 1 paused for a second, “I think it’s likely 
these “Elders” have the cure. 

“What cure? A cure? What are you talking about?” the Constable 
interjected. 

“Shut up,” I slapped the constable on the head lightly with the side of 
my pistol. 

“Hmm.. How can you be sure?” Baron asked. 

“I’m not- but I have a good feeling. How else could they keep control 
over all these people? How could they remain unaffected by the disease for so 
long?” 

“That sounds plausible.” 

“It can’t hurt to try. If they don’t have it, we can waste ‘em and keep 
looking. Brent talked about there being a cure in the hospital. Even if we don’t 
find one we’ll just have to report the situation to ITO. They’ll decide what to 
do from there.” 

Baron paused a second. 

“It’s worth a shot.” 

I nodded my head in recognition. A plan was starting to form. Brent 
had come over by now, still giving us a wide-eyed glare. He remained silent. 

“Alright, this is what I’m thinking. Porcupine- you let your constable 
go in first. These guys could have any number of traps and such. We let him 
lead the way. As soon as we get in sight of the Elders, we start making 
demands. Tell them they better give us what we want or this guy gets it.” 

It was slightly unnerving hearing Baron talking about making 
demands with a hostage. Even though 1 had used the constable as a 
body-shield only moments before, it still felt wrong. We were supposed to be 
the guys who saved hostages, not the ones making them. 
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“I know what you’re thinking. Ideally I wouldn’t want to take 
hostages but this time it’s critical for mission success.” I nodded in agreement. 
Baron was right. We were getting so close to fixing this mess. We had to take 
a few liberties with how we operate every once in a while. 

The constable had barely spoken throughout our entire exchange. His 
eyes were wide open, his head constantly flipping between Baron and the dead 
or unconscious guards lying on the ground. Baron turned his attention to the 
constable. 

“Where are your so-called ‘Elders’ located?” 

“I can-1 can take you to them. Just please stop pointing your guns at 

me.” 

Luckily for us, the constable wasn’t too loyal to the cause. He still 
valued his life enough to give us information about his leaders. Or he knew we 
would find them anyway and that it was better to spare his life than die in 
vain. 

I turned in the direction of the hallway and pushed him forward. He 
stumbled before regaining his balance. The other constable was in the hands of 
Brent.The ITO member still had his pistol pointed firmly at the constable. 1 
raised my gun toward the constable, making sure to give him good motivation 
to take us in the right direction. He turned back toward the four of us for a 
second as he assessed his situation. He only paused for a moment before 
gesturing for us to follow him. 

The four of us: Baron, Brent, the second constable, and myself, all fell 
into step behind him. The constable led us down the hallway before leading us 
around a right handed comer into another smaller hallway. We passed various 
rooms of the lab. I saw various signs hanging above the rooms reading: 

MICROBIOLOGY 

VIROLOGY 

PARASITOLOGY 
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Each room had its own dedicated lab equipment for its specific 
purpose. 

To my surprise, all of the labs seemed to be in order. There weren’t 
any dead bodies strewn around or upturned furniture. For the most part, the 
labs looked as if they were in operation. It looked like a pathologist could 
walk into any one of them and immediately get to work without being 
interrupted. 

We passed more and more labs- turning various comers- going deeper 
and deeper into the hospital. The white overhead fluorescent lights, as well as 
the white tiled walls, floor, and ceiling, became monotonous. 1 almost lost 
track of where we had come from and where we were going. Everything 
started to merge together. Luckily, our journey eventually came to an end. 

We turned a final left-hander and came to a dead end. The dead end 
was one of the many laboratories in the hospital. This time, however, it’s 
overhead plaque had been covered by a large banner strewn across the top of 
the entrance. The banner was similar to the ones I had seen before throughout 
the station. 

This banner in particular sported the same blood red letters, spelling 

out: 

“THE ELDERS” 

There was a singular metal door in the center of the entrance. It was 
flanked by two large windows. The windows were obscured by black sheets 
that hung behind them. Hopefully the Elders didn’t know we were coming in 
this fashion, with their two constables as our hostages. 

We were here. The final barrier. The last obstacle. Lying beyond the 
small metal door was hopefully the savior of this entire damned station. In a 
few minutes, Baron and 1 would successfully fulfill our objective. We would 
be able to- as ITO instructed- properly determine whether it was possible to 
save the station. The cure was everything. 
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It’s not as if we couldn’t send disease samples back to ITO and have 
them formulate a cure. It was mainly an issue of time. I wondered how long it 
took to formulate the rumored cure. It could have taken a week at the very 
least. If it existed already on the station, then it was already ready for 
recreation and distribution. I worried that if ITO themselves had to make the 
cure entirely on their own, it simply would take too long. If that were the case, 
there might not even be anyone left to save by the end of it. 

We stopped a good five meters from the door. We still needed to 
formulate a final plan of action before entering. Baron was the one who spoke. 

“Alright. You- in front,” he motioned with the barrel of his rifle at the 
constable who had led us to this final lab. “You go knock on that door and tell 
them that your “Visitor” is here. Don’t let them know anything’s wrong or 
you’ll get two pieces of lead in the back. That sound good? I’ll tell you when 
to walk over”. 

Baron looked back behind him at Brent. “You keep watching him. 
Make sure he doesn’t try anything. Stay out here. We can’t risk letting you get 
killed”. The ITO member nodded. Finally Baron turned and spoke to me in a 
low tone. 

“Here’s the deal. We get that guy to get them to open up. I kick him 
into the room first. I’ll go in right after and you go right on my back. As long 
as we keep on his head we should be alright. Don’t worry, everything will 
work out,” He looked at me and I nodded. Baron was trying to reassure me. So 
he did care after all. 

Baron looked back up at the constable who was now waiting for 
directions. He waved him off, “Do your thing.” 

Without further hesitation, the constable walked up to the small metal 
door at the center of the entrance. Baron and I quickly followed behind him. 

As we neared the door, Baron and I split off. He pressed up to the window on 
the left; lowering his gun but keeping it at the ready. I moved to the window 
on the right, mimicking Baron’s actions. 
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We were poised; ready to fuck shit up if necessary. Breaching a room 
was always a big u nk nown. You never know if you are going to find a safe 
room or a facefull of lead. But this was it: no hesitation- no second thoughts- 
only focus. 

Knock. 

Knock. 

Knock. 

The constable gave three distinct knocks. They resounded out of the 
cold metal and faded out into oblivion. There was no response at first. 

Static. 

I looked up and saw two intercoms placed at the very top right and left 
comers of the entrance. They looked like they hadn’t been placed there 
originally; like they had been installed somewhat recently. Maybe the Elders 
had installed them themselves. 

The static was broken by the same powerful we had heard before. 

“Who is knocking?” 

“It’s your loyal constable: Miles. I have the Visitor with me.” 

“The visitor is here? Oh good. We will see him now.” 

That was quick. We stood there in silence as we waited. My body was 
shaking slightly. Only a few more moments and that metal door would open 
and we would be on the course to attain the cure. 

I looked back at Brent and the other constable. They watched on in 
silence, not daring to move. 1 readjusted my grip on my pistol. A bead of 
sweat dripped off my forehead and landed on my cheek. 

Click. 

I heard a metallic click from the other side of the door. It was the 
sound of steel quickly scraping against the steel. The sound of a metal lock 
opening. We could now enter. 

“You may now enter.” 

It was show time. 
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The constable went to open the door inward. As he did so- Baron, in a 
flurry of movement- got off of the wall and gave his backside a hard kick. The 
constable let out a yelp and went stumbling forward. He hit the door on the 
way in and fell into the room.The door swung wide and he plunged into 
darkness. As quickly as he kicked him, Baron followed him in the room. 

Show time. 

Baron crossed the metal threshold and I spurred into action. I followed 
him through the doorway and into the ffey. 
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THE BRIGHTEST LIGHT IN THE WORLD 


The first thing I noticed about the room was how dark it was. As 1 
entered the laboratory, I quickly noticed the utter absence of light. It was a 
dizzying transition, going from the brightly lit white corridors to near pitch 
blackness. Baron and I continued through the doorway and out into the 
openness of the room. 1 fumbled for the flashlight on my pistol, but my fingers 
were shaking far too much. 

I was out in the open; my vision next to useless. The only thing I 
could make out was a waist high partition spanning the room from left to right 
in front of me. If there were any hostiles in the room with us, neither Baron 
nor myself would be able to see them. 

We should have been prepared for this. We should have had our 
flashlights at the ready. Now we would be fish in a barrel in the few moments 
it took for us to get situated. I tried to will my fingers to find the button. 

Come on. 

What an oversight. I thought I was prepared for everything. We had 
been lulled into a false sense of security with the lighting throughout the 
hospital. Everything had been illuminated so well. It almost felt like the 
lighting would remain that way the entire time throughout the station. I had 
forgotten about the time we had spent enshrouded in darkness at the beginning 
of the mission. How easy it would have been to revert back to the darkness 
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and chaos that the station had known for so long. My thumb found the button 
on the flashlight, but not before I was blinded. 

The two brightest lights in the world hit me square in the face. I tried 
to shield my eyes but the brightness was all encompassing. 1 couldn’t even see 
the sources of two lights, just their emanating glow. I was entirely at the 
mercy of the person on the other end of the light sources. 1 tried to look over at 
Baron but could barely make him out in the whiteness. The constable had 
disappeared entirely; too far forward to even see. 

I heard a noise behind me and turned to look back. The opened door 
that the three of us had burst through quickly shut. The hallway containing 
Brent and the other constable faded out of existence and was locked away 
behind a thin metal door. Our only way out of the room had been locked off 
forever. We were trapped in the room at the mercy of the Elders. 

Oh boy, what an oversight! 

We were in over our heads. 

We stood there in silence for a few more seconds, not daring to make 
any sudden movements or move at all. Eventually a voice broke the silence. 

“HANDS UP, MOTHERFUCKERS!” 

I shot my hands up. 

The voice coming from behind the two suns was that of the man who 
had spoken over the intercoms only moments before. His booming voice made 
me shrink. It made me shrivel up under his spotlights. Who was he? 

“Alright guns on the floor. Right now.” 

Clatter. 

The sound of Baron’s rifle hitting the floor, followed by the sound of 
my pistol hitting the floor, sounded off throughout the enclosed room. 

There we stood: unarmed, completely vulnerable. At the mercy of the 
notably angry man behind the paralyzingly bright lights. Maybe it was god 
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himself on the other end, finally ready to punish us for the vehement crimes 
against humanity that we had committed on this station. 

“First things first. Any of you move so much as a foot, the two 
fully-loaded machine guns on my side of this cordon blast you to hell. You got 
that?” 

He waited for a reply that never came. 

“Miles, my son.” He paused. “You’ve got a lot of explaining to do.” 

I heard a slight whimper come out from the constables direction. 1 still 
couldn’t see him but I could hear him. 

Machine guns? I thought there weren’t any guns on the entirety of the 

station. 

My hair stood on end. It was like a crowd of onlookers had suddenly 
turned towards me and stared directly into my eyes. I couldn’t see the 
machine gun barrels but I could feel them scanning my body. They were just 
waiting for an opportunity to go off. 1 didn’t want to give them that 
opportunity. 

“I’m sorry, sir. There was nothing I could do. They killed your 
guards-” 

“Killed our guards- hmm...” 

He paused to think for a moment. “We’ve invited the three of you into 
our house- into our palace- out of the kindness of our hearts. And you go 
romping around killing people!” He waited for one of us to reply; to try to 
justify ourselves. 1 couldn’t come up with anything to say that wouldn’t put 
myself and Baron in a bad light. 

“You. The one on the right. You can come through. Step forward.” 

I hesitated for a second before taking a cautious step. I had assumed 
the man behind the lights had wanted me, considering the Elders requested 
that only I would see them. I stood in place for a second after taking a step. 1 
then took another one. 

And another. 
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I looked to my left and saw the constable as I passed him. He had his 
hands over his head, trying desperately to curl up without being given the 
luxury of lying down. I kept stepping forward until I hit a waist high object. 
The main force of the light beam was now above my head and 1 had regained 
some semblance of vision. 1 bumped into the partition that spanned the entire 
length of the room. It was cold and metallic, perhaps a set of tables set up in a 
row. 1 put my left leg up on the top of the partition and vaulted over it. 

I had finally regained my vision for the most part. I could now see the 
source of the lights. I was flanked on the left and right by two turrets. At the 
very top of each were two high-power spotlights shining directly at the 
entrance of the laboratory. The two spotlights were mounted on stationary 
machine guns. Their barrels were pointed slightly inward, forming a deadly 
crossfire. 

The two machine guns were resting on a mechanical contraption. 
They looked like two pillars coming out of the ground. I couldn’t figure out 
what their purpose was until I heard the tell-tale whine of servo motors 
constantly adjusting. The machine guns were actually automated turrets. They 
were locking onto Baron and the constable standing on the other side of the 
cordon. 

Cordon? 

It wasn’t even a cordon. It was just a deadly line of automated turrets. 
There wasn’t a person in sight at the moment. That, however, quickly 
changed. 

The room came to an end in front of me. Another singular door lay in 
the center of the wall. I heard another metal whine and saw the door handle 
rotate downward. The door slowly slid open and a man appeared in the 
doorway. 

Most of the light from the room behind him was blocked by his 
massive figure. His silhouette stood unmoving in the doorway for a few 
seconds. During his pause, I was able to get a good look at him. 
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He wore a black jumpsuit; the same kind the guards had worn. Only 
this time his face was entirely uncovered and visible to me. At first glance, I 
could tell he was young. He couldn’t have been older than twenty-five. He 
was entirely clean shaven and his face was devoid of marks or cuts. His 
youthfulness almost reminded me of Brent, except he appeared to have a few 
more years on the ITO member. 

“Come, my friend. The Elders are awaiting you.” 

1 immediately recognized his beautiful baritone. He was the man who 
spoke over the intercom. The one with the golden voice. The Roman orator 
himself. He was much younger than 1 had expected. His voice sounded like 
one of an authoritative politician; someone in their forties or fifties, not that of 
a young man. 

He had long hair pulled back behind his shoulders, as well as a 
devious grin stretching from ear to ear. I could see his eyes moving up and 
down my body; scanning me. It was then that he stepped out into the darkened 
room fully and closed the door behind. I wasn’t able to catch a glimpse of the 
room as the door closed. My mind was left to ponder what was there behind it. 
Perhaps a conference room? Or an interrogation chamber? Or maybe even 
living quarters for the Elders. 

It was the final door. 

The final entrance into the heart of the organization. 

How many people even had access to this room? Who was this man 
standing in front of me? Was he one of the Elders, or simply their spokesman? 
How many of these plague victims had actually seen the Elders? Questions 
drifted around the spongy mass of my brain. My mind couldn’t answer any of 
them, nor could it keep them in the background. They were bursting at the 
seams, ready to be answered. 

“The Elders are waiting for you.” 

His golden voice slowly enunciated the phrase. He raised his hand and 
gave a beckoning gesture. 
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I was ready. 

Ready to finally get to the heart of the matter. To solve the unsolvable. 
To do something positive for this station for once. We had spent so much of 
our time here killing people; most weren’t trying to kill us. The only good 
thing we had done so far was turning on the power. 

I walked towards the spokesman. His smile grew wider as I did so. He 
put one hand back on the door handle and started to open. The chaotic scene 
behind the door started to unfold itself. As the opening grew wider and wider, 

1 began to make sense of what I was now seeing. 

The first thing I noticed was the claustrophobia of it all. The room was 
small, stretching only a few meters outward and practically none side to side. 

It looked like it had once been a storage closet. Only now, the storage closet 
had been repurposed into something entirely new. The only sources of light 
illuminating the cramped room were red fluorescent strips that were strapped 
to the comers of the ceiling. They almost resembled emergency lights. 

It was quite clear the storage closet had been repurposed. Two desks 
lined the left and right of the room. Each desk had an absolute heap of rubbish 
piled along them. Within all the chaos of gadgets and gizmos on the left hand 
desk, I could clearly see various computer monitors, all with what appeared to 
be live video feeds playing on them. 

One of them showed a long corridor lined by uniform steel plates. 
Another showed white tiled hallways with various doors on the walls. One of 
the monitors on the far right showed two people standing out in a white tiled 
hallway. One of the figures had a gun to the other’s head. 

Brent and the constable. 

Near the monitors I saw a microphone plugged into some big box. The 
intercom system perhaps? There was so much surveillance equipment in this 
den. 

But where were the Elders? 

My eyes eventually fell on the middle of the room. There was only 
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one thing situated in the center of the room: A person. A person sitting in a 
wheelchair. The longer I looked at him, the better idea I got of who he was. 

At first glance, it became clear to me that the man in the wheelchair 
was fairly old. He looked to be about fifty at the least. His face looked worn; it 
had seen a lot in all his years. 

His clothes were baggy. He wore a loose jacket that obscured his 
figure. Perhaps he was trying to cover up some kind of emaciation or injury. 
One of his arms was resting on the wheelchair’s armrest. His fist was clenched 
tightly around the end of the armrest. The other was hidden inside his 
unbuttoned jacket; having been lost in the folds of large covering. His legs 
looked small; atrophied- probably from being confined to a wheelchair for so 
long. They were covered with loose pants that extended below the tops of his 
shoes. 

He was completely bald, his scalp devoid of even the slightest hint of 
short hairs. His face looked somewhat hollow, as if he was starving. I 
wondered how he had gotten into this state. Accident? Disease? I couldn’t 
guess. 

And yet there were still no signs of the Elders. 

Perhaps he was another one of their workers. But where could the 
Elders even be? Where else on the station could they hide out? This seemed to 
be the final room; the keep of the castle. I couldn’t see any hidden doors or 
secret entrances to other rooms. 

The middle-aged man was sitting towards the back of the room, facing 
the entrance in his wheelchair. There was another chair in the room. It was 
near the entrance and facing back at the man. A chair for myself, maybe. 

The spokesman entered the room first. He led the way in and held the 
door open for me as I walked in behind him. I hesitantly stepped into the room 
fully. The middle-aged man hadn’t made any movements or shifts in body 
language yet. The only movement I could see that he made was the tracking of 
my body with his eyes, and the steady breathing that expanded and contracted 
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the folds of his loose coat. The hand shoved inside his jacket remained still, 
not wanting to move. 

The spokesman, after welcoming me into the room, positioned himself 
in the right comer of the room, right next to the door. I turned to look back at 
him and he motioned for me to sit down in the chair facing the middle-aged 
man. 

Where were the Elders? 

I slowly walked around to the front of the chair and used my hands to 
lower myself into the seat. My gloves clenched tightly around the armrest. 
Another bead of sweat dripped of my damp forehead. The middle-aged man 
stared at me the entire way down. Finally, I got myself situated. 

He stared at me for a few seconds. I saw a little flicker of movement 
from under his jacket. It was just a slight ruffling of folds. As it continued, I 
saw his elbow slowly move outward and his hand slowly pulled out from 
under his jacket. 

There was something attached to his hand. 

No- not attached. He was holding something. As his hand fully 
emerged from the covering, I saw the sleek black outline of a semi-automatic 
pistol in his hand. He slowly removed the pistol from outside the jacket and 
pointed it up in the air. 

His emotionless expression turned into a devious grin, just like that of 
the spokesman when he had first caught sight of me at the cordon. He steadily 
extended his pistol arm forward, straightening his pistol as he did so. 
Eventually the barrel of the pistol rested exactly on my face. 

I shuddered. 1 was now staring down the barrel of what I assumed to 
be a fully loaded semi-automatic pistol. 1 was completely at the mercy of the 
middle-aged man; my weapon having since been left behind in front of the 
machine guns. 

1 didn’t like the devious smile on the man’s face. He looked like he 
was just waiting for a chance to shoot me. Like he was enthusiastic to have me 
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at the receiving end of his barrel. The other problem was that I could barely 
read him. He had no body language to read. Just complete stillness and the 
occasional mechanical movement. 

Where were the Elders? 

His arm moved. 

Again, mechanically. 

It was a quick motion; a simple readjustment. 1 couldn’t tell if his aim 
was still locked onto me or something else. What was the purpose. During the 
quick readjustment his lips had shifted from a smile to a thin line. His 
eyebrows narrowed. The dead expression resumed on his face. 

Why the readjustment? 

I heard a yelp. 

It came from the right of me. I whipped my head around to the source 
of the noise. 1 then realized what the readjustment was. It wasn’t for me. It 
was never for me. 
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MOMENTOUS TIME: A NEW PERSPECTIVE 


Something was brewing. THE MAN was sure of it. Something was 
most definitely brewing. It was just a slight change in the atmosphere of the 
whole place. A little disturbance. Something that set people on edge. He had 
sensed it from the beginning. Anger was surely brewing. 

He had contracted the disease a few weeks ago, shortly after the initial 
outbreak. It had started to take its toll recently. The sores all over his body had 
grown. A lot of the times he was vomiting. It felt like he couldn’t keep food 
down. His symptoms were typical; fairly early stage, luckily. But he didn’t 
know how much longer he could go on like this. 

The Elders had provided hope. They said it would get better if he did 
what they told him. He had seen people cured. The constables: Miles and 
Norris. They seemed alright, but what about everyone else?The Elders’ cures 
seemed so few and far between. It sometimes felt like they were leaving 
everyone else to die. 

And that was where the trouble started. That was where the 
disturbance stemmed from. He could smell it in the air. His friends, the people 
he spent time around, his fellow worshippers; they all started to grumble. The 
complaining had kicked up a lot in recent times. It was almost too much for 
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the constables to handle. They had to put multiple people in the slammer 
recently. Mainly the ones who had been outspoken about the issue. 

Everyone else sensed the censorship. Say something wrong about the 
Elders, or question the validity of their teachings, and in you go. There was 
nothing like unjust imprisonment to cause unrest. It was well and truly a 
catalyst of societal degeneracy. 

The unrest had really kicked up now. They had all been called by the 
constables to meet on the main street. “Stay in the shadows,” he had told them. 
He had wanted to give the Elders’ so-called “Visitor” a warm welcome. 

And what about this so-called “Visitor”. The Elders talked all about 
him. They said he could be “the savior”; the “one with the cure for everyone”. 
Yet nothing had changed. He had even seen the Visitor himself. He saw him 
standing out in the middle of the street with his companions. And what about 
his companions? They too were allowed inside the Elders’ domain. Why did 
they get special privileges? 

They had settled down now, after the constables and their visitors had 
left in the elevator. That damn elevator. No one was allowed in the elevator 
unless the Elder’s specifically allowed them. Why was it protected so heavily 
he wondered. 

At times it felt like the Elders were apathetic to everyone’s struggles. 
They got to sit in their high castle and put out declarations and order people 
around. All the while himself and the ones he cared about had to mill around 
in their filthy watering hole. Yes- civil unrest had started for sure. And it 
seemed now that he wasn’t the only one who felt it. 

The first person emerged from the shadows. They had all been told to 
wait in their places behind shop counters and on balcony ledges until the 
Elders told them they could leave. But people were starting to get fed up. The 
first person to leave their cover was a man who was the same work detail as 
himself: Reuben. Reuben vaulted over a low shop counter and started walking 
out into the center of the street. 
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Another man- one he didn’t know- followed behind him. Reuben 
stood in the center of the street and raised his hands outward in a declaration. 

“My friends. It is time we break free from the Elders!” 

Grumbles emerged from various places around him. People were 
skeptical and angry. That kind of talk could condemn not just Reuben but 
other people as well. Reuben’s companion made a shushing gesture and 
people quieted down. 

“Please lend me your ears!” he continued. “I, like many of you now, 
used to believe in the Elders and their teachings. But hear me out. They do not 
care about us!” He paused. 

More grumbles were heard but some people started to be swayed. A 
few more figures emerged from the shadows. At first they hung around near 
the edges of the street, but eventually they stepped out fully and a circle 
started to form around Reuben and his compatriot. 

The crowd thickened, yet he remained in his place for the moment. He 
didn’t want to get involved just yet. He could hear Reuben continuing his 
speech. 

“They get to sit up in their comfy hospital while we have to suffer 
with this pestilence. They say they can cure people- why don’t they just cure 
all of us?” 

A roar resounded from the crowd. Things were picking up. 

“Who's to say only they can cure people. You know what I say? I say 
we go up there right now and make them give us their cure. Make them 
perform miracles in front of us! Who’s with me?” 

More shouts from the crowd. 

Things were in motion. Momentous times were upon them. The crowd 
had been swayed fairly easily. Maybe it was just their plague-damaged minds 
getting the better of them. Maybe Reuben was just right. 

The gaggle of people in the center of the street started to move in the 
direction of the elevator. It was at the far end of the hall and they were making 
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slow pace. As they marched on steadily, they gained more and more 
supporters from the fla nks of the street, including himself. 

He emerged from the smashed glass doorway of one of the many 
looted shops, stepping out into the street. He was cautious, making sure to stay 
towards the back of the pack. A few other like-minded individuals did the 
same as him. The gaggle of people started as a dense mass at the front- being 
led by Reuben- before tapering off into a spread out web. 

They continued on their slow approach to the doors. A roar was 
starting to build up in the crowd. It wasn’t a typical chant, rather a cacophony 
of noises. It was a mix of guttural cries and conflicting shouted words. He 
couldn’t make out a singular phrase yet the nature of the noises seemed to fall 
under a similar motif: 

It’s time to rise up against the Elders. 

He didn’t even know if he agreed with the sentiment. Maybe he did 
want to topple the Elders. Maybe he just wanted some action for once. It got 
boring sitting around. Finally there were things in motion, and he wanted to be 
a part of it, albeit from the relative safety of the rear. 

The noise grew louder. The cacophony subsided and now the sounds 
merged and resembled a muddled roar. People were shouting their heads off. 
As soon as one person ran out of breath, the next person had picked up the 
steady shout. The noise was almost deafening. 

Reuben was the first one to reach the elevator. He stared at the button 
panel next to the closed elevator doors quizzically, before jamming the center 
button. A beam of light shot out from above the elevator entrance. The 
elevator was coming. 

The vortex of people slowed to a stop and waited in awe. He edged 
closer, standing on his toes to look over the heads of the tallest members. In 
the time waiting for the elevator, Reuben had turned back towards the crowd 
to face them. 
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“This is what we’ll do! Take this elevator up to the Elder’s lair, find 
them, and make some demands. You all with me?” 

Another cheer washed over the crowd. He stayed quiet. Even though it 
would be impossible to be heard over the roar of his companions, he still felt 
the need not to be noticed or picked out. 

There was a low rumble and the elevator doors parted with a 
satisfying hiss. Reuben was the first one in. He raised his hand in a beckoning 
motion as he entered. 

“ONWARD!” 

His voice was quickly drowned out by the roar of voices, and his 
figure was quickly drowned out by the mass of people that crowded into the 
elevator. They piled in- person after person- filling it to its brim. The people 
squished together; compacting into a heterogeneous mixture of meat. 

There wasn’t enough space in the elevator so they would have to take 
multiple trips. One of the people near the entrance of the elevator slammed the 
door button and the doors slid close. A great number of people were still 
waiting on the other side of the elevator, waiting anxiously for their turn to go 
upwards toward the Elders. 

He was there- at the back of the pack. Slowly moving towards the 
elevator: compressing the people in front of him. 

He was waiting. 

Waiting to enter the fray. 
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THE CURE? 


The space behind me was illuminated with the light of the muzzle 
flash only for a moment. I heard the sound of a projectile making impact with 
flesh and saw the image of the spokesman’s visage being partially destroyed 
by the impact. A hole ripped through his forehead, chunks seemingly flying 
out of the back of his skull and onto the wall. His expression of surprise and 
fear had frozen on his face and his eyes had remained wide open. 

His brain had ceased thinking in an instant. He stared ahead at us 
blankly; not witnessing or comprehending anything- only existing. Existing in 
the sense that his eyeballs were there. His body was still there. His hands, legs, 
arms, everything. Yet the connection had fled. Destroyed. 

He fell forwards in a pitched-over slump, smacking the ground with a 
meaty thump. A pool of blood formed around his head. It spread outwards as 
it consumed the floor around it. 1 sat there shocked for a second. The elderly 
man’s voice shook me out of my surprised stupor. 

“It’s a shame, really. He was very useful.” he said matter-of-factly. 

I turned back towards him. He was looking thoughtfully at the dead 
coipse on the ground. I wasn’t sure what to make of his expression. His arm 
had adjusted back and the pistol was firmly pointed towards my head. 

My heart kicked up; it thumped rapidly in my chest. 1 now knew the 
man’s capabilities. Some people were all talk and no walk. 1 now knew he 
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wasn’t afraid to put lead in me if I did anything rash. He wasn’t messing 
around. “But certain sacrifices have to be made for the- greater good.” He 
smiled smugly. 

What was this guy’s deal? 

“Where are the Elders?” 

He gave out a friendly chuckle. His aim wavered a little, his finger 
still on the trigger. I flinched; it would be a shame if he put a bullet in me on 
accident. Hopefully my armor would protect me. 

“I have a lot of explaining to do, I suppose. I assume you have much 

to ask.” 

1 didn’t. I hadn’t had time to decide what to ask anyone. Everything 
had happened so quickly; this wasn’t the scenario I had expected to be. Instead 
of a panel of welcoming Elders I was met with a robotic cordon and a gun in 
my face. Typical. 

“It’s alright. I understand this might seem a bit shocking to you, I 
suppose. I’ll just have to lead our discussion.” He paused. 

Circumlocution. He was walking around the subject- keeping it at bay 
like it was a dead rotting animal. “The truth is- there aren’t any ‘Elders’. There 
never were any Elders.” I shifted in my seat. This was getting interested. I 
didn’t know whether to feel shocked or intrigued. 

Maybe a mixture of both. “The only people who know this are myself 
and Jared- erm.. our friend over there.” He flicked his gun over at the dead 
spokesman lying on the floor. 

“But it had to remain secretive. My aspirations weren’t intended to be 
this large. I just wanted something- just a little bit of power. What better a 
scenario to gain power than a plague? People get scared; they want to turn to 
someone. But what happens when there’s no one to turn to? So then you just 
have to create someone. In this case, a few people: The Elders.” 

So it was a power thing. I still couldn’t figure out this guy’s motive. 
What did he get out of this whole ordeal? “It got out of hand. I never thought 
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it would grow this big. Religion is a handy tool for leveraging the- not so 
sane.” Words teetered across his mouth, hesitating to come out. He chose them 
carefully. 

“Wait- I’m sorry. I still don’t get what you’re saying.” A frown 
formed across his face before settling back to a neutral tone. 

“Alright, let’s wind the clock back a few months. 1 want to get at the 
heart of this thing. I was working here; a Pathologist in the microbiology lab. 1 
had been living and working pretty normally. I decided to get shipped out here 
like many others a few years ago. 1 could even call it mundane living here. 
Many people would kill to live on a station like this. It’s not all its made up to 
be after a few months. 1 guess the shine just wears off.” He looked upwards in 
thought, getting lost inside the little story he was telling. I still refused to 
move. He could snap back in an instant. 

“My life was completely normal. But what’s the point? I was a 
researcher on a fucking space station. I wasn’t going to change anything; I 
wasn’t going to do anything truly great. I thought I could change lives as a 
pathologist. Nothing ever happens here. Nothing. I hope you are starting to 
understand where I’m coming from.” He looked at me expectantly. 

“You were bored. You wanted something to happen.” 

“Exactly! You’re getting it.” 

“It was then that I started brainstorming. How could I shake things 
up? What could I do to make people change; to make people do something 
other than work, eat, sleep, hangout with friends? I wanted people to not just 
have to think, but to feel; to survive. I wanted them to experience their most 
primal instincts. And all the while I wanted entertainment- and perhaps a little 
power.” 

Why was he spilling it all to me? What was the point? 

“I still don’t get what this has to do with me?” 

“Don’t worry. I’m getting there,” he gestured with the pointer finger 
of his other hand, “So that’s where the plague came in; the bacteria. I had 
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access to some of the old samples of bacteria. Problem was that there was 
nothing too dangerous; nothing too potent. It was a space station, after all. But 
what happens if a few things go wrong here and there? What happens if 
someone makes a few dangerous modifications to the bacteria. What happens 
if a diagnosis goes wrong? If a quarantine gets., accidentally broken? If people 
are mysteriously infected?” 

A devious smile came across his face. “I have my ways. It was just 
the simple sleight of hand here and there. Nothing too tricky. Next thing you 
know the whole station’s on lockdown. And that’s where it began. I built the 
web, laid the groundwork, did what needed to be done to gain influence. And 
with the help of our unfortunate friend over there-1 was well on my way to 
total control.” 

“And that’s where I come in?” 

“Precisely. The four of you were an unknown variable. I knew it was 
only a matter of time until word got out. Only a matter of time before ITO or 
some other group sent a squad of you all,” 

“But how did you know we were coming?” 

“It was a good guess. But when I saw the video feed of your ship 
docking, I knew it was all in motion.” I looked over at the mass of surveillance 
equipment scattered along the right hand desk. Cameras all around the station. 

“Only a matter of time before you came in with your guns blazing and 
toppled what I had created. But that’s alright, I suppose. All good things come 
to an end-” 

“Good things. Don’t you fucking dare-” 

“Good things, my friend. I’ve given people hope. I’ve let them see 
what is and what can be.” 

“You were the one who started this whole mess. People have seen 
their loved ones die.” 

“I have performed miracles! I have saved people. Before me, they 
never knew what a miracle was. They never knew what hope was- because 
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they never had anything bad happen to them. There was never any hope 
because there was never any lack of hope. It was all about perspective. I am a 
god. They worship me. They wake up each and every day with the hope that 
I’ll save them.” 

“Don’t get too lucking high and mighty on me now.” 

“Oh don’t worry, I was just getting to the good part. As I said- all 
good things must come to an end. It’s better for me to confront the pressing 
issue at hand now rather than later.” 

“Pressing issue?” 

“What happens if I kill you all and ITO doesn’t hear back from you? 
What do you suppose they’ll do? They’d just send in another force- albeit a 
slightly larger force- and trounce around in here. Likely killing many in their 
wake, may 1 add. I wasn’t worried about the first guys they sent. They were 
harmless, so I let them be. A few of my followers were slightly overzealous 
and attacked them. No harm done. But then they sent in you four. No way I 
could afford to attack you. So this is where the line ends. This is where the 
cards are laid down.” 

“What are you proposing?” 

All this rambling? Where did it lead? He had made so many tangential 
movements with his ideas. His brain was split in so many directions. I could 
tell the station was getting to him. 

“This is what I am proposing.” He slowly lowered the gun and leaned 
forward in his seat. His expression turned from that of casual explanation to a 
more serious look. His eyebrows narrowed and his eyes turned cloudy. He 
focused in on me. 

“One of two things are going to happen. It’s up to you to decide which 
one of them it is. First: You take my place. I can’t maintain this following in 
the state I’m in. I need a successor. Someone strong; someone ready to kill if 
necessary. Who better than a soldier?” 
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I stared at him, completely baffled. 1 shook my head. He couldn’t see 
my expression but he could sense my disbelief. 

“They need someone to lead them! They need someone to look up 

to!” 

“But why me? Why the person they sent in to end this whole mess?” 

“I understand it seems implausible. 1 was-1 was hoping I could sway 
your opinion with something.” I was intrigued to say the least. I couldn’t 
imagine what this guy’s ace-up-the-sleeve card was. What his trump card was. 
As it stood, I wasn’t going to sway so easily. 

“What if I told you that you weren’t the only team ITO sent in. There 
was another team; a similar group of marines such as yourselves,” 

“But what’s the point? Why would ITO need two teams? And why 
wouldn’t they just tell us in the first place?” 

“You think I know better than you? All 1 do is watch and observe. 1 
can tell you what they were sent in for.” He looked at me expectantly, hoping 
for a change in body language. Maybe just a shift in posture or shake of the 
hands. 1 didn’t give him the pleasure. 

“Tens of billions of dollars worth of Starcrown Aerospace assets. It’s 
a money thing. It was never about saving lives. Tens of billions of dollars 
worth of high-tech weapons and machinery sitting in one of the hangars on 
this station. Do you know how costly it would be if a few people stole or 
destroyed Starcrown tech? I wouldn’t want that bill knocking on my door. So 
what does Starcrown do once they hear about a possibly catastrophic event 
taking place on a station hosting some of their most valuable tech? Of course, 
they ask ITO to send some people in” 

I shook my head, slapping it with my hand. It didn’t add up; and yet it 
seemed plausible. It was all a money game. Anyone who didn’t believe that 
was naive. But ITO only caring for Starcrown assets? That seemed unlikely. 
They still had lives to save; and a reputation to uphold. 
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“Then why send us in at all? Our mission was to pick up our guys that 
got attacked. Not only that, but determine whether this station was worth 
saving. Why would ITO even go to the effort if it was about money?” 

“Classic tactics. They needed a distraction. They also needed you to 
save the asses of the guys they sent in before. I bet saving the station is 
entirely out of the question. It’s not like anyone even gives a shit about this 
station. Not a commerce hub. Not at the forefront of scientific research 
anymore. Just a little obsolete shit hole that’s seen better days.” 

“You’re full of shit.” 

“Am I? Look- the people you fight for- not everything’s so black and 
white. I’m giving you the opportunity to do something by your own choice. 
I’m giving you the opportunity to give people orders. You can be in a position 
of power. You can do what you want.” 

I thought about his words. I couldn’t decide whether he was 
bullshitting or not. It seemed incredibly likely that he could have just made up 
the entire story about the second team just to try to sway me. 

“I have orders. You wouldn’t understand. And 1 need to clean up this 
mess you started. I’m not going to just live out this fantasy you’ve created for 
me on a whim. This needs to end.” 

A frown crawled across his face. His expressions turned slightly 
somber; his eyes wandered off. 

“I suppose 1 can’t sway you. Even this gun has no power over you. If I 
kill you then there’s no one left to fix this mess.” He paused, “What I’ve built 
here. What I’ve created. All of this- it’s my life’s work. But there’s just one 
last thing. I can’t convince you to continue my work, so you must destroy it. 
There’s no other way.” 

Now we were getting somewhere. It was starting to look like this guy 
could think rationally after all. I still had to stay aware. 
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“I have samples of the cure. 1 saved a few just so I could treat those 
that I needed to stay alive; and I saved some for myself in case I got infected. 
No one knew about them except for myself and well-” 

He pointed over at the dead body again, “The point is, I need you to 
end this peacefully. If ITO gets their grubby hands all over this, it could 
quickly become an even bigger catastrophe. I didn’t want it to end this way. I 
wanted it to continue. I wanted it to spread. You could have led something 
truly great. But, like I said, all good things must come to an end. And I 
understood your place isn’t to lead this. So take them. Take them and multiply 
them. Redistribute them.” 

Now we were getting somewhere. The cure was within my grasp; and 
the man sitting in front of me was just going to hand it to me. Things were 
looking alright. I could grab the cure, get Baron from the cordon, leave to 
meet back with Jekyll and Hobbes, and get the hell off of this hell hole with 
the cure in hand. From there, ITO could send in some relief team to distribute 
the cure and I could be done with this nightmare for the rest of my life. 

This had been an unconventional mission. I had expected to be having 
shootouts with baddies. To be running in guns blazing and emerging from my 
toils with lives saved. But this was not what I had been prepared for. We 
weren’t welcome here. A military force didn’t belong on a residential ship like 
this. There should have been a relief force of some kind; people who knew 
how to deal with the sick and dying. There should have been people with 
stethoscopes and first-aid kits, not people with SMGs and orders to kill. 

But it was a mission nonetheless, and I had orders to fulfill. Only 
problem was I was still at the mercy of the distraught man in front of me. It 
was still him who had control of the situation, even if he appeared to submit 
himself to my choice. I needed to coax him to get along with business. I still 
needed to get the hell off of the station. 

No one had expected a mission of this magnitude. No one had 
expected the two of us, Baron and myself, to try to go up against a cult alone. I 



201 


hadn’t expected it myself. We were simply here to retrieve and observe. Baron 
made a bold move in deciding to try to retrieve the cure. ITO had agreed with 
him, to my surprise. Maybe the condition of the station was much more time 
sensitive than I had previously thought. Who knows how long some of these 
people had left? From the looks of things, it was pretty desperate for some of 
them. 

The man let out a long sigh. His face shifted and his expression turned 
to that of acceptance. He placed his non-gun hand on one of the rails of his 
wheelchair and spun it forward. His wheelchair started to turn left as he 
moved the singular wheel forward. He then readjusted his hands and spun the 
left wheel backwards, turning him even more to the left. He made a slow 
one-eighty and eventually came to face the back wall. 

He continued his slow journey as he turned both wheels in tandem, 
making a slow trip over towards the back of the room. 

Now was my opportunity. Now was my chance to attack; to make sure 
I was in a position of power. I could easily oveipower him now that his 
attention was focused away from me. But I didn’t. I sat there in silence and 
waited for him to fetch the cure. He was practically completing my mission 
for me. I might as well give him the respect and let him do what he needed to 
do. 

1 decided being an Interstellar Marine was no excuse for a lack of 
honor. Regardless of what ITO said I needed to do, I had to have at least some 
dignity doing it. I imagined how Baron would have reacted to the situation I 
was in. He likely would have bolted toward the man and snatched the gun 
from his occupied hands before holding him hostage. 

The thing was, Baron and I were different people. Two men seeing 
things mirrored from each other. 1 had learned much from my experiences on 
the station. But 1 felt like restraint was the most important thing. Restraint and 
honor. I had to put people first, not the mission. Why even pretend to act like a 
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good guy if I didn’t have the decency of giving people respect and obeying 
their harmless wishes. 

He fumbled around under a pile of disheveled surveillance gear before 
acquiring his target. He pulled a grey key out of a hidden pocket in his loosely 
fitted jacket and brought it up towards the obscured target. He slotted it into 
some hidden crevice and turned it with his wrist. A clicking sound, then a 
shaip whine. A small door turned on its hinges and he reached inside the 
obscured box. 

His hand disappeared and emerged with it. 

Emerged with two small vials. 

Emerged with the cure. 

There it was- In sight- in reach. It was so close I could almost grasp it 
with my own hands. The two grey vials gleamed in the fluorescent light. They 
were beautiful; everything I had hoped for. The two saviors of this god 
forsaken were right in front of me. And he was just going to give them to me. 

He turned his wheelchair back toward me and wheeled himself back 
to his original position. He looked down solemnly at the vials and then back at 
me. I saw his chest deflate and heard a sigh of acceptance. 

“Here they are. Take these to ITO or whoever. End this. Finish it. If I 
can’t convince you to continue it, then I must convince you to destroy it 
safely.” 

He threw his hand out and chucked the vials toward me. I almost 
wasn’t ready for it. I shot my hands out and managed to grab them both in a 
clump. I trapped them against my chest, making sure they were safe. My 
prime directive now was to protect them; to deliver them back to ITO and 
finish this. 

I inspected them closely in my hands, feeling them up and down, 
getting a sense of what they were like. The two vials were shiny and grey; 
slightly reflective and opaque. They appeared to have a small latch on the top 
of their cylindrical structure. God knows what form of cure was inside them. I 
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was too scared to check and didn’t want to risk compromising the mission. 
After inspecting them for a short while, I looked back up at the man. 1 decided 
to give him a quick salute. I raise my arm to bring it up to my forehead but 
was cut off mid-motion. 

I raised my head up and stared right down a gun barrel. His aim had 
returned dead center on my head. My heart jumped. 

What now? 

He had flipped back and forth. I thought 1 had been finished with him. 
What could he possibly want from me? Maybe he’d take all he said back and 
suddenly kill me. Maybe he was pointing his gun at me just to scare me. I had 
no idea what to expect. 

That was when I heard it. Just a small sound slightly above the 
ambient noise of various fans and other hums usually made by running 
machinery. It was low pitched: a rumble of some kind. It sounded like a giant 
cacophony of noises. A menagerie of shouts and screams condensed together 
in a sludgy static, echoing from the bottom of my ear drums. My mind barely 
registered but I heard it, yet I couldn’t make any sense of it. 

“There’s just one more thing,” he said, with a devious smile on his 
face. It had returned; crept up out of the somber frown he had previously 
sported. I had no idea what he would request of me. My mind was split in so 
many directions, I couldn’t concentrate. 

“How do I know that after all this, you’ll actually get this cure 
distributed? How do I know you won’t just radio ITO and tell them to send in 
some goon squad to kill each and every one of us on this station?” 

I searched for words, but they didn’t come. I didn’t believe I would do 
that. I WAS going to get the cure distributed. I WAS going to end this whole 
thing peacefully. But there was no way I could convince him. My words 
meant nothing to him. They meant nothing to him because I had an agenda; I 
had orders and I had objectives to fill. My personal guarantee meant nothing 
because I always had to follow what others told me. 
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“I-” 

“There’s only one way 1 can be sure. Your helmet. I assume you know 
this disease is airborne? 1 designed it that way- perfect for quick 
contamination. Take your helmet off.” 

I stayed in place. My hands gripped the sides of my chair intensely. 

“Take it off so I know you’ve been exposed. Trust me, I know. This 
place is crawling with enough bacteria to infect an entire city. It’s a breeding 
ground. I’m immune, fortunately. Administered myself the cure a long time 
ago. But you- you’re fresh meat. It’ll quickly brew around inside you. The 
first symptoms will start- give or take 10 hours. So it’ll be a nice incentive. 

Get that cure situation completed and you’ll save your ass along with 
everyone else.” 

His face had crept into a wide smile. He was in the position of power 
again. Nothing had changed about the plan, yet now he had the satisfaction of 
knowing I had to complete my mission. The only problem was that now I was 
in on it too. My own health relied on the completion of the mission. I couldn’t 
afford to be ravaged heavily by the disease before getting treatment. Who 
knew how long it would retake to recover from that. 

The rumble had built up now. It was definitely noticeable. I looked 
back at the entrance. It sounded like it was coming from behind me. 

“Take it off. Now!” 

I looked back at him. His expression had turned angry and the pistol 
shook in his hand. I quickly shot my hands up to the sides of my helmet. I 
clicked in the two buttons on the left and right side of my helmet and slowly 
lifted it off of my head. I heard a hissing sound in my ears and felt a small rush 
of air. 

I slowly raised the helmet off of my head, revealing my mouth first, 
then nose, eyes, forehead. I raised it over my head before lowering it to my 
side. His eyes scanned my face up and down, taking in all the cracks and 
crevices of my unique features. He searched me; did an MRI of my soul. I 
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knew he could read me. I knew he could find every secret about me just by 
looking at me. He had the eyes of an analyst and a soothsayer. 

“You’re younger than I expected.” That’s all he had to say. The only 
thing he had decided to tell me before sending me off was to comment about 
how young I was. Typical. 

1 breathed in the cool air of my surroundings, now officially exposed 
to my environment. The first thing 1 noticed about the environment without 
my helmet was the god-awful smell. The smell of rotting flesh and feces 
seemed to stink up the room entirely, shrouding us in an awful layer of filth 
and decay. I could feel the bacteria worming their way down my windpipe, 
into my system. 1 could feel them entering me and starting to shut me down; 
pulling my switches off one by one. It had begun. 

He lowered the gun and his smile faded. His work was done. 

“You can leave now. I’ll deactivate the turrets and you can be on your 

way.” 

The rumble grew even louder now. He wheeled over to the desk 
containing all of the surveillance equipment. He searched around quickly 
before hitting a button on one of the many control panels. He looked up, 
“Done. You can leave.” 

I had done it. I had secured the cure. I could leave. I could take Baron 
and meet back up with the others now. I spared not a second and quickly rose 
from my seat. It was then that I was able to give him a salute. I raised my hand 
to my forehead and smiled at him. He smiled back. 

I quickly turned around, acknowledging the dead man lying on the 
ground to my left before making a quick walk to the closed metal door. This 
was my ticket out of here; out of the clutches of this mastermind. 

Yet again, my exit was halted. 

“Porcupine-” 

How did he know my name? 
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I placed my hand on the door handle to turn it before slowly removing 
it. I slowly moved my body to turn back around. I turned my head cautiously, 
almost not wanting to know why he had called my name. Maybe one last 
acknowledgment? Maybe one last thank you? 

“Thank you.” 

His lips thinned and curved upward in the most devilish smile I had 
ever seen. Goosebumps flared up along my arms and back. The hairs on my 
back tingled and erected themselves. It was eerie. 

His eyes stared unwavering. I shuddered. Why was this devil staring 
at me? What could this satan incarnate want with me? Why did he torment me 
so? 

Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. I saw a flash in 
his eyes and knew there was something most definitely up. Things weren’t 
adding up. 

He had tracked me all the way through the station; monitored me at 
every step. Let his followers run wild and almost kill me. Yet only to bring me 
into the heart of his domain and hand me the cure on a silver platter. It just 
didn’t fit. The jigsaw pieces were from two different sets. His face confirmed 
it. There was some kind of incongruity with everything that had happened in 
the past few days. 

In a flurry of movement, he raised his pistol up. 

But it wasn’t pointed at me. It was pointed somewhere separate. I saw 
his eyes go wide. They were followed by my own. 
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MOMENTOUS TIMES II: A NEW PERSPECTIVE 


The vortex of meat erupted out of the elevator. It shot out like 
buckshot from a shotgun. It flowed outward in a constant stream of flesh and 
movement. It consumed all around it- bringing it into its body- using it to feed 
its organs and keep it running. The first victims consumed by the vortex were 
four bodies lying motionless on the ground. They were sucked up into the 
bottom of the vortex; trampled underfoot and left to be scattered to the winds. 

The elevator doors shut and the elevator shot back down: empty- 
waiting to be refilled with more flesh and noise. The first group moved as one 
toward two hallways, splitting off in the middle, yet still retaining massive 
size in both groups. 

The second victims were two unconscious bodies lying against the 
walls of the rightmost hallway. They too were sucked into the innards of the 
organism. All the organism’s meaty appendages moved independently, yet 
retain the being’s overall size and shape. They scurried across the ground, 
consuming everything in their wake, seemingly growing ever larger as they 
did so. 

The second group emerged from the recharged elevator and flooded 
out after their compatriots. They gathered up with the first group and the 
organism grew ever larger. It made progress down hallways and corridors, 
searching for more fuel to consume. Yet it still had one target: Find the Elders. 
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Group after group flooded into the hospital. With each group, the 
noise of shouts and screams grew louder and louder as more vocal chords 
came into the vicinity of the hospital. 

The organism flew past many labs: 

VIROLOGY 

PARASITOLOGY 

MICROBIOLOGY 

They were getting closer and they knew it. They were sensing their 
prey, sniffing it out of its hiding spot. They were closing in on their target and 
surely ready to tear it limb from limb. The appendages all wanted some. They 
all wanted a taste of the meat; a taste of the glory. The glory of knowing they 
had defeated their master once and for all and could roam free. 

Finally, they spotted it. Their target. The sign had confirmed their 
suspicions. It hung above the lair of their target like a welcome mat: 

“THE ELDERS”. 

Without a moment of hesitation, the entire organism moved forward. 
It was unstoppable at this point. Any mass of wall or barrier wouldn’t be able 
to stop it. On their way to the lair, they consumed two more victims: 

A scared looking boy with a gun and a constable. 

They were quickly trampled underfoot. 
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MOTHERBIRD 


The man’s face exploded. Chunks of brain and gunk flew out of the 
back of his head. Blood shot out of his fleshy skull and coated the wall and 
floor behind him, dirtying some of the surveillance equipment as well. His 
facial features were eviscerated by the impact of the bullet, transforming him 
from a man to some kind of faceless mutant. I shielded myself from some kind 
of imaginary attacker with my hands. 1 didn’t want to look. 

His body went limp and his neck snapped backwards. The man sitting 
in front of me disappeared and turned into a cold sack of meat. Any form of 
worth or intelligence suddenly vanished and I was left with a meaty corpse 
taking up yet more space on this station. 

He had done it. He was gone. 

It had only confirmed my suspicions. 

Something was terribly wrong. The list of things that didn’t add up 
only grew. But why did he do it? Out of acceptance of his failure? Or to hide 
something? 

Maybe he couldn’t bare something. My mind scattered the info that 
had been laid out in front of me in the lengthy conversation I had with him. 

But I couldn’t figure out any conclusions. All the information contradicted 
itself; each part conflicted with one another, leaving me with a background 
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static that made it impossible to think properly. My mind was ablaze with a 
scattered buzzing. 

Buzzing not unlike the low rumble that had slowly built up over the 
last few minutes. The rumble was even louder now. But what was it? What 
was making that god-awful noise? 

I shook my head, trying to gain some semblance of concentration. The 
man who had given me the cure was dead. The turrets keeping me from 
getting out had been disabled. My exit was now clear and 1 could leave. But 
first thing’s first, I needed to radio into ITO command. I had to give them their 
mission report. Everything was fine, we could save the ship, 1 had the cure, 
and we’re heading to evac. 

“Sara, switch to command radio frequency.” 

I heard a high-pitched beep and then silence. 1 immediately clicked 
the button on my helmet to go on comms. 

“Come in, Motherbird. Come in.” 

A few short moments of silence. 

Receiving. 

Receiving. 

“We read you loud and clear, Porcupine.” 

“I have attained the cure. Station is worth saving. I repeat: station is 
worth saving. Heading for evac.” 

Good. Now I could walk out of the heart of the cult and leave forever. 

“Negative, Porcupine.” 

My eyes went wide. 

“Repeat last, please.” 

“Negative, Porcupine.” 

“What?” 

“We have more substantial reports indicating otherwise. Abort 
mission. 1 repeat: Abort mission. Station is too far gone.” 

“I don’t understand. Motherbird, I have the cure.” 
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“Negative, Porcupine. Cure is irrelevant at this point.” 

“No you don’t understand! It’s ready for distribution. Station is 
saveable.” 

The rumbling was louder now. The noise had separated from a single 
hum into multiple differently pitched sources all coalescing with each other. 

“I repeat: Negative, Porcupine. Proceed to evac point ASAP. Missile 
salvo inbound ETA 12 hours.” 

“Missile salvo?” 

“Correct, Marine.” 

“Wha-1 just-1 don’t understand. There are people here who are alive. 

People who need 
treatment!” 

“Negative, Marine. Proceed to Evac point.” 

“I’m infected! So is one of the guys we picked up!” 

“It can be addressed later, Marine. For now, head to Evac point.” 

The rumble was deafening now. The words of ITO command were 
consumed by the all encompassing noise. It was coming from behind the door. 
The metallic surface was straining to contain the shock waves of whatever lay 
behind it. And it only grew louder. 1 bent over, getting down on one knee and 
tried to desperately hear the noise of the comms better. 

“But- But-” 

I couldn’t find the words. I was out of breath. Out of ideas. Lost for 
words and stranded in a primordial sea of ideas and emotions I didn’t 
understand or want to understand. A needling pain spread throughout my body 
starting from the inner chambers of my heart. It spread throughout my nervous 
system, eventually reaching the tips of my appendages. 

“Negative, Marine. Proceed to Evac point. Over and out.” 

The barely audible static of the radio channel cut out. I was left with 

the deafening 
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and ever-growing noise coming from behind the door. But I couldn’t focus on 
the noise behind the door. I had to get out, I had to leave. 

I raised myself off of the one knee and went to stand up. 

But it was too late. 

Banging. Large banging coming from behind the singular exit of the 
room. The sound of metal being bent and waiped came from the door. 1 
couldn’t tell what the noise was. It sounded like a metallic orchestra; all its 
strings and drums and horns and woodwinds letting out a piercing shriek. And 
it all was coming from behind the one door. 

I looked elsewhere for the source of the inhuman noise. I then 
remembered the surveillance cameras. I whipped around to face the desk that 
stretched along the left-hand side of the room. 

The monitors on the screen were going wild with a static of some 
kind. 1 stepped closer to get a better look. The static filled all the panels of the 
monitor: the hallways, outside the final room, and even right behind the metal 
door. 

I squinted, trying to make out exactly what the static was. It vibrated 
and moved in tandem; swaying back and forth toward and away from the 
door. I could finally make out the static. The white particles were actually the 
heads of many, many plague victims. The metallic shrieks were their strained 
vocal chords crying to the Elders who couldn’t help them. 

My eyes went wide. 

I was fucked. 

Too late to stop them. Too late to convince them that their leader was 
dead and their mission was futile. Too late to make it out. I had to act quick. I 
stuck the cure vial into one of the pockets of my vest and turned around, 
looking for my options. I saw the dead spokesman’s body in the comer of the 
room: A nifty hiding spot. 

My legs moved to dash towards it but it was too late. 
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With a final hulking groan, the metal door busted off of its hinges. It 
took me a second to register the commotion behind it but I eventually got the 
picture. 

A wall of meat and flesh poured out of the miniscule hole in the wall. 
Its crazed eyes scanned the room everywhere as it morphed forward, 
consuming everything in sight. I raised my hands up in a futile surrender. 

“YOUR LEADER IS ALREADY DEAD!” I wanted to shout, but I 
couldn’t bring myself to. It was no use at that point. 

I closed my eyes, bracing for impact- hoping by some miracle that the 
vial in the pocket of my suit would remain untouched. But it didn’t seem 
likely. 

The wall hit me with full force, pushing me backward and downward. 
It slammed me into the ground, trying to push me into the metal floor itself. 
My vision faded. The only thing I could sense was the relentless stomping of 
the rats consuming everything around me. 

Thus everything faded out. 
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DOWN THE PIPELINE TO SALVATION, I HOPE 


I scurried around momentarily, searching for the last crumbs of the 
evening’s meal. My nimble body skittered across the damp stone floor, gliding 
over all kinds of cracks and crevices. My eyes searched those very cracks, 
looking for a crumb here, a piece to nibble on there. But it was all gone; it had 
been consumed in the wild frenzy of feasting. 

I scampered over and gave Baron a quick shout. He turned his hulking 
form towards me and shook his head. The long scar across his right cheek 
flexed and contracted as he pivoted himself. He gave me a shaip shout and 1 
left him to be alone. 

We were all crammed inside the tight drainage pipe. Bodies took up 
almost all of the space inside the pipeline. The only reason I had been able to 
find Baron was because he was so much bigger than the rest of us. 

I slipped between the tight spaces that existed intermittently between 
the mass of individual bodies moving about the cramped living space. 1 had no 
sense of direction, I simply had to do something. But the hunger in my 
stomach was so dreadful; 1 just had to keep my mind off of it. 

And so I scurried along down the tight tunnel- searching for 
something- and running from nothing except my own mortality. 1 passed by a 
multitude of my peers. Some of them turned around momentarily and gave me 



215 


quick looks of disgust. Maybe because I was doing something and they 
themselves had already submitted to fate. 

But 1 wouldn’t let them get to me. Their features started to blur into 
one another and everyone looked the same. An air of lethargy and depression 
hung over the air. Or it had been there all along but only now had 1 noticed it. 
Perhaps I was the only one who could. 

As I continued along the pipeline, I noticed a fundamental difference 
in my peers. As I scampered along, I noticed a decay of some kind start to 
arise. It started as small differences in appearances but grew as I continued on. 

Some of my peers who turned towards me as 1 passed through the 
center of the pipeline started to have facial defects. Some of them sported 
scars and blotches on their blurry faces. Others had misshapen heads and 
missing limbs. The defects only grew as I got further and further along. I still 
couldn’t see an end in sight, yet the atmosphere around me was changing 
rapidly. 

It started as an atmosphere of sunken attitudes and given up hope, but 
quickly changed to one of immense pain and terror. My peers started to shriek 
out in yelps of pain and fear. Who was doing this to us? 

And then a voice could be heard. A golden voice; one with beautiful 
timbre and soothing words. 

We can help you, my friends! 

We understand your condition. 

Heads started to down the tunnel; the direction I was heading. A 
voice- the golden one- announced out of sight that it could help us. 1 picked up 
the pace, scrambling towards the source of the noise. It sounded familiar. I 
wanted to find out who it was. 

Please listen to us! 

We know how to make you better. But you must do as we say and 
respect us. 
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My peers were listening. They seemed convinced. And yet their decay 
didn’t cease. As I continued along still, the deterioration got even worse. 1 
started to see cripples; no arms, no legs. Just near lifeless beings waiting for 
the slaughter. And yet their attitude had changed. They had hope. They were 
looking towards the voice with wonder. They thought they were going to 
make it out of this place alive. 

Nothing happened. As I continued, no one got better. In fact, they got 
much worse. Skeletons started to litter my surroundings. The ones still alive 
looked to be in perpetual agony. Their pained expressions set me on edge. 

Unrest had started to form within the community. 1 crawled past 
groups of deteriorating peers, all of them scowling and muttering under their 
breath. The opinion of majority had shifted yet again. Now it was that of 
unrest and distrust. 

Where did this voice come from? How could it help us? 

Nothing had seemed to change since it had spoken about helping 
everyone. All that had happened was a temporary feeling of hope yet no 
physical change. 

The pack around me thinned out even more. Skeletons started to make 
up the majority of what was around. Living beings became an odd commodity; 
far and few between. Soon I was scurrying through and endless sea of dead 
bodies and bones. Yet I kept on my hike, determined to get out; to reach the 
source of the voice. 

Up ahead, between the endless piles of death and decay, 1 made out a 
singular living being. A single hanging light illuminated its figure. As I neared 
it, I saw it was reaching out at me. Its mangled paw grasped in my direction, 
trying desperately to grab something out of reach. I slowed to a steady pace. 

I turned my head as I passed the dying being. 

It opened its tom and shriveled mouth, trying desperately to say 
anything- but coming up short. Its scared eyes pierced into my soul. I stared 
deep into them, coming to a complete stop. Something about their nervous 
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twitch dug into me. I could tell the being was a child. It continued to stare at 
me mutely. 

In that moment, everything changed. My entire perception of myself 
and my surroundings shifted. 1 wanted nothing more than to help this being. 1 
wanted to save it from its misery. 

But then it was gone. As quick as I had found it, it disappeared, 
leaving behind nothing. I frowned. And yet my shift in perception had stayed 
the same. Its piercing eyes had altered me fundamentally. 

Lives needed to be saved. 

That’s what needed to happen. The only way was to continue on 
forward, towards the source of the noise. I continued onward. 

The lines of the stone bricks making the walls, ceiling, and floor of the 
pipeline disappeared and faded into one another. It eventually turned into a 
streamlined tube, all the details disappearing. The skeletons had long since 
left, leaving me with the emptiness of the never-ending tube. 

The loneliness was refreshing at first. But eventually the fear clenched 
down on me. I was on my own; my friends, peers, acquaintances all having 
since disappeared. I was left to my own devices. And yet the booming voice 
never ceased. It remained as far away as ever, not getting any closer as I 
continued my journey. 

The monotony was eventually broken by dots that appeared in the 
distance. 1 picked up the pace, excited to finally see some semblance of other 
beings. The dots grew as I closed the distance to the group. As 1 neared, I saw 
that it was a gathering of my peers. They had returned. Only this time they 
looked different. 

Instead of uniform decay all around, they varied greatly. Some of 
them sported blotches and scars, whereas others were almost completely 
untouched. I picked out Baron from within the crowd. His looming figure 
stood over the rest of them. 
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Baron, as well as a few others, turned around once they heard the 
sound of my footsteps behind them. When Baron saw me, he let out a shriek 
and waved his head, gesturing for me to draw closer. 

Behind Baron and the others was a raised platform coming out from 
the curved ground. It was raised to head level. Standing on top was one of my 
peers, yet he was different from the rest. Entirely untouched; beautiful- 
gleaming in the light as he towered over the rest of us peasants. His eyes dark 
eyes had a devious look in his eyes. 

He was a schemer; a deviant with a mission- ready to lead into battle. 

Everyone looked up at him with admiring eyes. Was he the voice? 

No. The real voice was still continuing on unsighted in the distance. 

As unattainable as ever. But the man above us had an equally golden voice. A 
voice that could turn heads and change minds. 

Don ’t listen to him. We won’t get better unless we actually do 
something. 

Things were finally turning around. The air of lethargy lifted and 
events were put in motion. For once my peers wanted to act rather than just 
exist. The being above us willed us into action. 

We need to put an end to their control. Follow me. Glory awaits! 

His confident chin and head was pointed towards the ceiling. He 
willed us forward. At once he was off, the rest of us trailing behind. The sound 
of many footsteps echoed through the long pipeline as we all scurried along at 
a rapid pace.I looked to my left to see Baron running beside me. He looked at 
me with a crooked smile on his face. It was reassuring. 

As we ran on, the voice seemed to stay as distant as ever. I sincerely 
hoped our gestures would not be futile. The pack continued forward, searching 
for the source of the voice, hoping to bring it to justice. 

Eventually a white light dawned in the distance. It started as a speck 
on the horizon, almost as unreachable as the voice. Yet it grew- getting larger 
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as we continued on. Its steady growth was reassuring. It gave us motivation to 
trudge onward. 

None of us knew why we wanted to reach the white light. But we had 
to. It was important; the most important thing in the world. If we could reach 
that light, we could reach salvation. Only god knew why, and that was good 
enough for us. 

But things never go to plan. 

A resistance started to build up. A high-pitched wine appeared. It had 
no source, seemingly existing within all of our eardrums: the devil’s tinnitus. I 
could tell that everyone could sense it. Their ears perked up as it grew. 

Along with the high-pitched whine, a physical pressure built up as 
well. It was a negative pressure: pushing back at us as we ran forward. It felt 
like running in water. The pressure tugged at our arms and legs, trying to get 
us to fatigue. Trying to get us to slow down and stop our mission. Trying to 
get us to return to our original lethargy. 

Some succumbed to its influence. A few of the less convinced 
members dropped off from the pack. I watched them as they fell behind. They 
got smaller in my field of vision before being tom up by some malevolent 
force behind us. The fear started to kick in. I didn’t want to die. 1 picked up 
the pace, pushing my limbs forward faster and faster. 

I edged out in front of the pack, including the leader. I was driven 
forward by the fear of my the malevolent force behind me, as well as my own 
mortality. Others started to fall behind; the pack was well and truly thinning. 

The pressure had built up even more, the high-pitched whine was 
deafening. The pack thinned out until all that remained were Baron, myself, 
and the pack leader. The three of us trudged on incredibly, all wanting to 
desperately reach that white light. It was within touching distance now. 

Only a few feet separated us from salvation. A burst of adrenaline shot 
me forward. Baron and the leader faded out of my peripheral vision. Too 
afraid to look back, I wasn’t able to distinguish whether they had simply fallen 
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slightly behind or had been consumed by the energy force behind us. But it 
didn’t matter anymore. I was almost saved. 

The light was now blinding. 1 held up my hands in front of me, trying 
to shield myself from it. But there was no source; it was all encompassing and 
omnipresent. The voice had long since stopped, yet 1 couldn’t tell why. 1 was 
here. I had made it. Yet nothing happened. 

That’s when the malevolent force caught me. I was sucked back a 
second before being ripped apart. Thousands of little hands pulled my body 
apart in thousands of different directions. My body split apart atom by atom. 
But I was beyond the pain. Too caught up in the blinding scene and the 
deafening noise. 

I was consumed- like everything else. Too caught up in my desires. 
Too focused on what was ahead and not focused enough on figuring out what 
had happened. It was inevitable. My entrails were left to be subdivided and 
scattered to the winds. 
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FROM DUST, BACK TO DUST 


Alarms. 

Those were the first things I heard. 

Darkness. 1 couldn’t see, but I could hear. The sound of looping 
alarms bounced around in my head, waking me up from my long sleep. Their 
soothing timbre gave me a sense of relaxed urgency. It was time to get up. 
Time to see the world. Time to leave. 

My eyes hesitantly regained their vision. And yet they didn’t. 

1 blinked a few times, trying to will my eyes to see more. But they 
wouldn’t. The only light I could see was a blue flash being intermittently 
emitted in my peripheral vision. I tried to turn my head to see what it was but 
couldn’t. I then tried to move my arms, realizing they were stuck as well. 

I gave a great heave and a mass of flesh slowly slid off of me. It slid 
to the right and plopped down to rest on the floor. I looked down to see what it 
was, clicking my helmet flashlight to do so. 1 remembered it was broken. 

Still, the only light was coming from the blue screen far in front of 
me. 1 made a great effort to stand up. I felt the slight sensation of needles 
digging into my body from all over. My arms felt weak, ready to give out at a 
moment’s notice. With great effort, I was able to stand up and make my way 
over to the blue light. 
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As I stepped, my boot made contact with the ground and sunk in 
slightly. 1 heard the sound of fluids moving around and I looked down. 1 
squinted my eyes, trying to get a better view of what I just stepped in. 1 could 
only vaguely see the outline of a human body. My boot was buried somewhere 
in torso. 

Something big had happened. 

I looked around and saw other coipses, their edges being illuminated 
slightly by the blue light. I continued on toward toward the source. I tried my 
best to step in between the bodies but sometimes I found myself with a soft 
surface to stand on. I tried my best not to cringe at the feeling of stepping on 
mushy corpses. 

I neared the blue light and saw it was coming from a singular 
computer monitor. I didn’t know why I was so interested in it. 1 just needed to 
orient myself; get a hold of my surroundings and figure out my next move. 

But I couldn’t concentrate. My mind zoomed from one thought to the 
next, giving no lee-way to get myself centered and ready for action. 

Everything moved in a swaying blur, out-of-focus and hard to grasp. 

1 placed a hand down on the desk in front of me and used it to support 
myself. 1 bent over and panted, catching my breath. My mind was psyching 
itself out. I surely couldn’t have symptoms yet? I must have just been tricking 
myself. I had to get a move on. I had to get out of this place. My objective was 
complete. 1 could leave. But first I needed to radio in. 

“Come in, this is Porcupine.” 

A few seconds. 

“I read you, Porcupine. This is Jekyll.” 

“Jekyll, my boy. How are you feeling.” 

I stopped to catch my breath. 

“As good as ever. Where’ve you been all this time?” 

“What do you mean?” 
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“Ship’s leaving at 1400 station time. It’s 1200.” 

“What the fuck?” 

“You were out for a while, man. Get a move on.” 

Ship’s leaving in two hours? That couldn’t be. 1 must have been out 
for a long time. Twelve hours at least. Possibly more. 1 didn’t even try to add 
up the hours. 

But what happened to Baron? 

“Jekyll. Has Baron radioed in?” 

“Baron? What- no-1 thought you were with him?” 

“We got separated. Long story. I have the cure.” 

“The cure? You heard what ITO mission control said, right?” 

“Yeah. Fuck those guys,” I laughed. “Nothing we can do. I’ll try to 
rendezvous Baron on the trip back. Should be heading the same way. I’ll walk 
through the inter-pod tunnel again and make my way back.” 

“Copy that. Radio in when you’re close or in trouble. We have 
everything locked down over here. Get home safe, buddy.” 

“Solid copy. I will. Over and out.” 

Run down the checklist. Analyze my environment. That’s all I had to 
do. The end was in sight. I stood up properly off of the desk. I oriented myself 
in relation to the room. I was at the desk which was on the left when I walked 
in, meaning the exit was to my left still. I turned my head and tried my best to 
make something out of the darkness but it was to no avail. Time to venture off 
into the unknown once again. 

Before I set out I remembered something. The gun. 

The blue light traced the outline of the dead man slumped over in the 
wheelchair, his hand still loosely clutching the dark semi-automatic pistol. I 
was surprised that his body had been left undisturbed after all the chaos that 
had happened. It seemed as if all the plague victims had been out for his 
blood. Yet he still remained as unmoved as ever, sitting in his wheelchair. 
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I bolted over and grabbed it, checking the magazine as I did so. I 
didn’t want to kill anybody anymore. Fuck that. That was done with. I was 
starting to greatly reevaluate who I wanted to be as a person. 

Cold-blooded killer. 

Life Saver. 

My options were laid out in front of me and it was up to me which one 

I wanted to grab. I 

held the pistol lowered in both hands, yet I kept the safety on. I turned my 
eyes to the busted down door and scanned it one last time before entering the 
fray. 

I crossed through and saw, to my surprise, that the lights that once 
illuminated the robotic cordon were turned off. I went quiet, listening intently 
for the sound of servo motors whirring. 

Nothing. I squinted to look across the cordon and again saw- nothing. 
What had happened? There was no sign of Baron or the constable, just dead 
bodies littering the floor intermittently. I stepped between them, vaulting over 
the cordon and headed toward the door out into the lab corridor. 

I reached out my hand to search for the door handle, but my arm 
swung outward. The door was already opened. I peered out into the darkness 
of the lab corridor. 

Someone had turned the power back off. 

Once again the great beast descended into darkness. 

I looked left then right, clearing the two comers outside of the room, 
before stepping out. The training kicked back in and I was automatically 
making my way down the corridors of the lab. I cleared every comer, every 
crevice, every hiding spot. I wasn’t sure whether I’d still be willing to shoot 
someone or not, but I was sure I wouldn’t get snuck up on. 

I periodically turned to check my rear before turning back around. As 
I twisted through the white-walled maze, I saw various emergency lights 
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stationed above lab doors in thin strips of incandescent colored light. It was a 
dim maze, but a navigate-able one. 

Again 1 passed the specialized rooms in the lab. 

VIROLOGY 

PARASITOLOGY 

MICROBIOLOGY 

“Microbiology”. So that’s where all this shit started. The ambitions of 
a twisted man had started in that damned room. The ambitions of a twisted 
man that had caused countless fatalities and had turned a functional station 
into a hell-hole. Was it really all worth it? Amusement, power, the chance to 
dictate human emotions- at the cost of who knows how many hundred lives. 

I gave the Microbiology sign a quick acknowledgement before 
continuing on. 

I ran around a comer and entered the main reception area. I looked 
around for the unconscious and dead bodies Baron and I had created and was 
disturbed to find none. They either had moved themselves or had been moved. 
Perhaps consumed by the wave of people that had seemingly vanished, 
leaving only dead bodies in their wake. 

Still no sign of Baron or anyone else. The reception area was entirely 
deserted save a few bodies strewn around. The large room was lit only by two 
torches, both of which burned side-by-side above the elevator entrance. Their 
yellow glow only extended out slightly, but gave a warm edge to everything 
they illuminated. What had happened here? 

Crying. 

I heard crying. 

Not that of a grown person, but that of a baby. High-pitched, ear 
piercing whines penetrated the encapsulating silence. They shot a thick beam 
of discomfort through the atmosphere of near tranquility. 

I searched around for the source of the noise, taking a second to pick 
up on the faint high-pitched squeal. 
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I turned toward the source. It was coming from within the reception 
desk. The sound was being emitted by someone hidden within the disheveled 
nooks and crannies of the wooden desk. Its large mass stretched from hallway 
to hallway, with room for four or five individual chairs to be placed 
side-to-side. 

I approached carefully, wary of a possible trap. 

I had seen so much unbelievable shit already, anything was possible at 
that point. 

I took light steps toward the large desk. With a quick exhale, I raised 
myself over the partition slowly. I carefully placed my feet down on the other 
side, making sure I wasn’t going to step on whoever had made the noise. 

My body was planted firmly on the other side of the partition. I slowly 
lowered my body. Careful not to startle whoever was making the sound. The 
crying had started to die down, but I could tell where it was coming from. 

I raised my pistol and placed it on top of the desk, leaving both my 
hands free. 

The middle drawer. 

The sound was escaping out of the cracks of the middle drawer on the 
desk to my right. Someone was in there; a baby. I nervously reached my hands 
toward the handle of the drawer. I tried my best to slowly and steadily open it. 
I raised myself from a crouch and peered over the top of the drawer. 

Two dark brown eyes stared up at me, beautifully. The face of a baby, 
only a few months old, looked me right in the face. Its innocent eyes peered 
through my helmet- through my eyes and into my brain. In that moment it 
knew me, knew everything about me. 

My helmet was removed, we were standing face to face. 

And those eyes- those beautiful eyes- staring at me straight in the face. 

Fundamental differences in the way I saw things. A shift- something 
large- happened in me. The gravity of the experiences I had endured in the last 
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few days, and the experiences I would soon endure in the next few hours, 
finally weighed down on me. 

My choices, past actions and decisions, all mattered. Mattered more 
than anything. 

Who was I? 

A scared kid, lashing out at what scared him. An ignorant kid trapped 
in a world too dangerous for him, too smart for him, too violent for him. I was 
a kid doing what his instincts and training told him, not what he actually 
wanted to do. 

As I stared into the eyes of the baby, and the baby stared into the 
deepest chasms of my persona, 1 thought long and hard about my legacy. 

Death and destruction; dead bodies left everywhere on a whim. And 
where did it end? Where did the killing stop? I wasn’t a pacifist, but why the 
killing now? The mission itself was pointless, the conflict itself was pointless. 

Maybe the man in the wheelchair was right. ITO was in it for money. 
In it for opinions and funding. Maybe another team had been sent in to retrieve 
Starcrown. Maybe we were only the B team; the distraction. But did it really 
matter? 

It was all out of my control. I had no say in what ITO did. I was a 
minion. So only what I did myself mattered. I hadn’t done much on this 
mission that I was proud of. I’d done much more that I was ashamed of. 

Glory? What glory did I gain from this? What good fight was I fighting? An 
unfairly aborted mission? The only thing I had done on this damned station 
was kill sick people. My cure- my precious cure- was useless. 

So now it was just me on my own. My decisions were all that 
mattered, they were the only thing that mattered. It was time to fix my legacy, 
even if I was the only one who remembered it. 

My eyes wide open, I stared down at the baby in the drawer. 

Decisions. 

My legacy. 
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All that mattered. 

The key was in front of me. It was below my head just a few feet. It 
was there, staring up into the opaque visor of my helmet. I reached my hands 
into the middle drawer. 

No. I wouldn’t be the only one who remembered my proper legacy. I 
had one way- one fundamental way to change that fact. 

I was breaking all kinds of ITO policy by doing this. I was breaking 
all kinds of mission parameters and objectives. But did they not tell us our 
goal was to save lives? The mission policy didn’t matter anymore. 

Fuck it. 
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ABSOLUTION OF MY SINS; LORD FORGIVE ME. 


The sprinklers turned on sometime during my endless jog. I tried my 
best to move my body softly over the ground, gliding as I went. The small 
drops of cold liquid pelted my helmet and back. 1 had to hunch my body over, 
leaning my head downward. 

I peered down at the small bundle in my arms, its delicate figure 
covered by a white blanket. It still stared up and me. 1 smiled behind my 
helmet. 

But 1 had to keep my head up. 1 had to remain alert as I made my way 
back to the Megalodon through Pod C. The elevator ride had been smooth, 
minus the smell of dead bodies and the smears of blood and entrails along the 
walls. I shielded the baby as best I could. 

It was strange being a protector for once. 1 had gotten so used to being 
a destroyer, it was a strange shift in character. But it was necessary. I didn’t 
have anything left except for the small helpless figure in my arms. 

How had it gotten there? 

Perhaps placed in the drawer by a mother forced to abandon it in a last 
chance effort to save its life. Or maybe created on the spot by some divine 
being. Perhaps the baby had found me instead of the other way around. It had 
been calling out to me. It didn’t matter anyhow. We were together, and that 
was all that mattered. 

I found the store that Baron, Brent, and myself had come out of and 
onto the main street. I bolted toward it and hopped the wooden counter, 
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keeping the baby close to my chest. Now all I had to do was retrace my 
footsteps. 

1 journeyed back through the dimly lit back hall, crossing into the 
maintenance access corridor. I carefully stepped through the tight tunnel, 
seeing the closed door on the other side. I knew there was a long corridor on 
the other side of the door. 1 pulled the pistol back out of the holster at my hip, 
transferring the baby to one arm. 1 kept a tight hold on it. The pistol was 
nothing if I couldn’t protect the baby. 

I kicked the door open and planted my body firmly out into the 
corridor. It stretched far both to the left and right. I remembered that I had to 
take the left passage back to the center atrium. The pieces were coming back 
together. Unfortunately there was a large hole in my information. 

I still didn’t know how to get back through Pod B. 

“Sara, what’s the best route back to the Megalodon from the Pod B 
tram station.” 

Radio silence. Something was wrong with Sara. Something had been 
wrong with Sara the entire time we had been here. A kind of confusion. Sara 
couldn’t function properly in this environment. Only a few times had she 
actually been able to give us information. 

I was still on my own. Business as usual. 

Well not entirely on my own. 

“So how do you suppose we get back?” I said to the baby 
nonchalantly. No response as expected. “Oh yeah? Well I’m working on it.” 

The one sided conversation was entertaining. It gave me someone to 
talk to after all these days. Baron wasn’t much use in conversation, he was too 
focused on the mission. What I would have given to have had Jekyll at my 
side. He was the only one of my squad mates I could talk to. Everyone else 
were all either mental enigmas, like Hobbes, or too serious, like Baron. The 
Vault not only turned people into high-grade killing machines, it also turned 
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them into robots. Much like their very own Combat Training Robots that they 
had us train against. 

The entire ITO Interstellar Marine program sapped the life out of 
individuals. It turned them into machines focused only on completing 
missions. Suppose the man in the wheelchair was right about ITO sending in 
another team of marines to secure Starcrown assets. Would marines really 
willing take that mission if they knew what was actually going on here. I 
doubt they even knew ITO was just going to bomb the station in the end 
anyway. 

I couldn’t figure out whether they willingly accepted the mission 
knowing the consequences of their actions, or they simply didn’t know. Either 
way, the entire problem started with the Interstellar Marines program. The 
blame could never be put on the marines themselves. How can you blame a 
dog for attacking someone at its owner’s command? ITO owned us. 

“Don’t you worry. I’m gonna get you out of here. Just gotta figure out 
how to get all the way back to my ship.” 

The baby in my arms continued its steady cries, likely irritated by the 
light drops of water from the sprinklers. I tried my best to shield it, but 
sometimes I couldn’t fully cover it from the downpour. 

I jogged down the corridor, reupholstering my pistol and making sure 
both my arms were firmly carrying the small mass of baby and blanket. I still 
hadn’t encountered any of the plague victims. Whatever had happened in the 
hospital had put most of them off of the map. I wondered how many dead 
bodies were still lying around the hospital in various places. How many of the 
plague victims were even still alive? Surely some considering I had only seen 
two of the four station pods. 

I approached the cylindrical atrium room, pulling my pistol out once 
again. This would be where I was at my most vulnerable. I slowed my jog 
down to a steady walking pace. I creeped forward toward the space where the 
corridor ended and the atrium began. First I checked the right to make sure it 



232 


was clear, then the left as well. No signs of life other than a few dead bodies 
strewn across benches, their figures bloodied and equally malnourished as the 
rest of the victims I had seen. 

The walls and floor had a strange texture. One that had changed 
greatly since I had last visited the atrium. Instead of the smooth glossy surface 
lining the room, there was a patterned surface with patches and lines of 
blackness dotting the walls and floor intermittently. I looked over at the 
benches that edged the room and saw thin layers of ash spread across them. 
The walls and floor had been charred by fire. 

Luckily for my little companion and I, the fire had been put out by the 
sprinklers as intended. At least they still worked with only the auxiliary power 
turned on. Who knew what would happen if I massive fire had spread 
throughout Pod C. 

I edged my way around the center of the room, keeping a lookout 
down the various corridors that split off. They were all clear. 1 turned toward 
the long corridor leading back to the Pod C. Still getting closer to rescue; to 
salvation. I holstered my pistol and broke off into a run down the corridor, 
keeping the baby held close to my chest. 
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TRAM STATION III 


The dim lights above the entrance of the tram station were clearly 
visible. 1 jogged towards them, ready to re-enter the darkness of the tunnel. At 
least I would feel less vulnerable in its depths with no one able to see me. 

I walked up the brick textured ramp and saw the station open up into 
the main platform. It was dim. Extremely dim. The emergency lights only 
illuminated the tracks and the edges of the platform. I tried to make out more 
details of the station- the station manager’s office, escalators, benches lining 
the platform. 

I emerged from the darkness and walked out into the open-ness of the 
platform. I liked keeping the walls close to me. Having a wall at your back 
presented a great opportunity to keep all the threats within sight. Out in the 
open, I had to turn around in order to cover all blind spots. I turned around in 
circles as I walked towards the partition separating the tracks from the 
platform. 

I heard the sound of multiple pairs of footsteps bounced off the metal 
ground behind me. I whipped around to face the direction of the station 
manager’s office. I had to protect the baby. 

Two pairs of footsteps- coming from two owners. Two people came 
out of the station manager’s office. One of them had stumbled down the steps 
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of the office and fell down onto the floor, using his hands to break his fall. The 
other one stumbled down after him but managed to regain his balance. 

They looked different from the rest of the people. They were clothed- 
not malnourished either. They looked to both be healthy, not showing signs of 
disease. They both had semi-filled backpacks slung around their backs, and 
their hands were clutching makeshift weapons. 

The one who fell had a long wooden two-by-four with three nails 
hammered through the top, the one who had caught his balance had a metal 
rod which he must have taken from a piece of piping somewhere. 

After recovering themselves from their fall, they then saw me and 
immediately reacted. The one on the ground struggled to stand up, holding his 
hands up as he did so. The other back-pedalled a step and held his hands up as 
well. I could see their eyes go wide. One was wearing a dark hat. It looked like 
they had black face paint smeared across their eyes. A coordinated appearance 
among them. 

“Put your fucking hands up!” 

They were already up but I shouted it anyway. They gave me wide 
eyed stares, making sure they looked like non-threats. My pistol arm was 
extended toward the both of them, moving back and forth between them. Their 
eyes tracked the menacing semi-automatic pointing their way. I clicked it off 
of safety, in case 1 needed to use it. I wasn’t planning on it. I had already 
killed so many. 

“Hey man, we don’t want trouble.” 

I kept flipping my aim between both of them. 

“Who- who are you!” 

They started slowly stepping away from each other, forcing me to 
split my aim further and further. “Hey. Hey. Stay the fuck together!” 

They stopped and moved toward each other a little bit, still 
maintaining some distance apart. I didn’t like that; they were acting 
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suspiciously. The one on the left, the one who looked older than the other, 
spoke first. 

“Look, man. We don’t want any trouble. We were just looting the 
station. You- you understand that we gotta do these things in times like this!” 

Looters? These guys were nothing like the other people 1 had 
encountered on the station. I looked down at the baby cradled in my left arm. 

It stared back at me. My mind raced with so many paranoid thoughts. I looked 
down at their weapons lying on the ground. 

“Looters? Why do you have weapons? Huh?” 

“People are crazy out here, man. We gotta protect ourselves 
somehow.” 

“And what are you going to do with your loot? You know this 
station’s toast, right? In a few hours, a missile salvo’s gonna blow this shithole 
to pieces.” 

Their eyes went wide surprise. 

“A missile salvo? How do you know this? You a cop or somethin’?” 

“Soldier. You better get the hell away from me and off this station.” 

“Who are you to be giving orders to people. We mean no harm. Lay 
off, man.” 

He took a cautious step forward. I tightened the grip on my pistol. The 
look in this guy’s eyes didn’t bode well with me. Paranoia started to settle in. 

I looked back down at the baby again. Were these guys really looters? 
Why were they armed? What were they planning to do? 

They were armed. They were dangerous. I had to protect my legacy; 
protect the baby. I wouldn’t let them harm it. He took another step forward. 

“GET THE FUCK BACK.” 

He was taken aback for a second, but his surprise turned into a 
crooked smile. He lowered his voice. 

“Hey man. Are you alright?” 

“Stop stepping toward me.” 
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“You look like you could use some help.” He held out his arms. 1 
couldn’t bring myself to pull the trigger. He hadn’t done anything to me yet. I 
backed up toward the partition, pressing it against my back. 

I saw his eyes shift slightly. It looked as if he glanced at something 
behind me. He smiled. That was it. 

I whipped around away from him for a moment, shielding the baby 
with my body. My eyes locked onto a third man, one in the tram tracks. He 
was climbing up the partition, a machete in his hand. He was mid-climb. He 
was trying to sneak up on me; trying to hit me with a surprise machete and 
take my baby. 

Once he saw me turn around, his eyes went wide. He tried to bring his 
hands up in surrender but could only put one in the air without falling off of 
the partition. But it was too late for him. 

In my state of surprise, I raised the pistol and fired a shot at him. In an 
ideal world, I would have missed, or maybe hit him the leg. Good enough to 
scare him and the rest of the mysterious looters away. But it wasn’t an ideal. 

My marine training worked too well, or maybe I was just lucky, and 
the bullet caught him right in the face. It entered right near his chin and 
traveled upward toward the top of his head. The impact rocked his head 
backwards, his body followed suit. His hands, having stopped receiving 
signals from his brain to grip the railing of the partition, released and he 
tumbled down toward the tracks. 

His body landed with a loud thump on the ground; dead on arrival. He 
barely had a chance to register that I shot him. One moment he was sneaking 
up on me, the next moment he was dead. 

I whipped back around to face the two other looters. I raised my gun 
and fired shots off wildly at the nearest one, hoping to miss for the most part 
rather than actually hit anything. One of the bullets connected in his leg. It 
looked to be mild. 
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With a shout, the looter stumbled backward, holding his leg. I kept my 
aim trained on him but didn’t shoot anymore. They had learned their lesson. 

He tried to get up, stumbled at first, but eventually succeeded. He limped 
away as quick as he could. The other looter, the one 1 hadn’t wounded, was 
wildly sprinting away in the distance. I watched them scramble away from me 
in desperation. Once again, the station was deserted. 

The baby had started crying again. I looked down and had a 
realization. 

Oh no. Oh god no. 

The sound of gunshots was extremely disturbing for it. Its cries 
echoed throughout the tram station. It made me feel uncomfortable. I lowered 
down onto one knee and tried to calm the baby. I felt so bad for it. Loud, 
u nk nown noises shooting off for no reason. It was unfair. 

I gently rocked it back and forth in my arms. I tried my best to 
comfort and quiet the baby down. I stayed there, kneeling on the ground of the 
platform for as long as I needed to to get the baby to calm down. Eventually, 
its cries ceased. Everything was back to normal. 

From that moment on. From that sequence of events, I knew I loved 
that baby more than anything else in the world. I wasn’t getting off the station 
unless the baby was with me. And that was final. 
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FINAL REFLECTIONS 


I regretted killing the looter. 

Left alone with my thoughts on the rest of the way back to 
Megalodon, 1 looked back on my entire experience on the station throughout 
the mission. 1 pondered every moment, every decision, every action 1 had 
made. 

I looked at who I was at the beginning of the mission, and who 1 was 
now. 1 looked at the two reflections of the same person and saw wildly 
different things. Placed next to each other the differences were obvious. They 
looked nothing alike. 

I remember slapping the sick man out of anger. 1 was ashamed. 1 had 
acted out on instinct alone. Acted out on instinct. But that was what our 
training had taught us to do. We determined whether something was a threat 
and instantly eliminate it. 1 didn’t like that way of thinking. I didn’t like being 
a cold-blooded killer. 

I tried to figure out why Baron or the others had never had their 
doubts about what they did. Baron was easy. He was made for the marines; 
made for killing. He ate, slept, and breathed discipline. He was more robot 
than man; a prototype designed only to complete the mission and report back 
for the next one. 1 could never understand how he did what we did with no 
second thought. Maybe he had an undying loyalty to ITO. Maybe he was 
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simply blissfully ignorant of the morality of his actions. If a decision he made 
brought him one step closer to completing the mission then it was a good 
decision in his mind. 

Jekyll was slightly hard to figure out. What gave him the drive to do 
this? He had been in the marine coips for a while now, at least a few years. He 
had seen a lot of field experience. Yet his attitude conflicted with his actions. 
He had a joking, easy-going attitude, but had the reputation of being ruthless 
out in the field. 1 guessed that he must have been kind of psychopath: 
charismatic and charming on the outside but really in everything just for 
personal gain. But what did he even gain from doing missions as a marine? 

Hobbes was the hardest to decipher. He was an enigma. A room of 
opened doors, each seemingly leading back to the same room. Anytime I tried 
to analyze his personality or rationality, I ended up getting more confused. But 
1 had seen that he was damn good with a gun. So what did he gain from all this 
mission work? Perhaps amusement. A man of his caliber was likely only 
amused by the most peculiar of things. Putting his life at risk was one of them. 

And why did I do all of this? I didn’t know myself. It felt like my 
induction into the marine corps had been a sequence of chance encounters and 
decisions. I was lost. I was a fish out of water, only meant to be on this 
mission through the powers of some divine entity. 

The baby had stopped crying, lost in thought as well. I rudimentarily 
navigated my way back through Pod B, toward the many hangars. One of 
which contained the Megalodon: My ticket out of here. 

I thought about what this station would be in a few hours- rubble, 
pollution floating out in space, a silent graveyard of people having their lives 
cut short unfairly. The looters, the rest of the living plague victims, the people 
on all the other parts of the station, the ITO members still missing, they would 
all become victims of the stations inevitable destruction. We had only secured 
one of the ITO members. Either that was good enough for ITO, or they didn’t 
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care anymore. Brent, Benson, Marshall, they were all left behind to die on the 
station, or they already had. 

Exhaustion and fatigue caught up to me as I neared my destination. 
The days of hard work and the feeling of having gone without food finally 
took its toll. 

“Come in. This is Porcupine speaking.” 

A few seconds. 

“I read you Pork. This is Jekyll.” 

“Nearing the Megalodon. Be ready.” 

“Solid copy, Porcupine. Nice to have you back.” 

1 didn’t respond as I took a moment to catch my breath. I wearily 
walked down a set of metal stairs that zig-zagged down toward the bottom of 
one of the hangars. Each step sent a shockwave up through my spine. A 
headache was starting to build up. It had been brewing for the past few hours, 
edging its way into my conscious thought. One of the first signs of the disease 
setting in maybe? 

But it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered. In a few minutes I, along with 
the baby, would be in the safety of the dropship. Regardless of whether Baron 
or the ITO member had made it back, regardless of whether the mission had 
been a success or not, regardless of the fate of the doomed station, we’d be 
saved. And the nightmare would finally be over. 

I kicked open the metal door that led out into the hangar. It swung 
open and I crossed out into the open hangar. The lights were completely 
turned off in the hangar, much like how it had been before we had turned on 
the main power core at the start of the mission. Everything circled back. 

Yet I still saw it in the distance. The looming figure of the Megalodon. 
Its colossal wings and engines towering off of the ground. Right in the middle 
of the Megalodon, right in the heart of it, were the figures of two men in suits, 
both brandishing small arms. They looked like far-off angels in my vision. 
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Their silhouettes contrasted greatly with the bright background of the 
Megalodon. 

I sprinted towards the angels. My saviors had arrived. In a few 
moments they would take me up to heaven with them and 1 could leave this 
metal purgatory; this metal cave- imprisoning me- seeping the life out of me. 

I heard shouts coming from their direction but was too tired to 
decipher them. I neared the dropship door, using the last bits of my energy to 
run toward it. Their figures grew bigger in my view. 1 was here. But suddenly 
my feet gave out. 

I looked down and saw the ground was coming towards me at an 
alarming rate. I turned my body around, trying to face my back to the ground. 
I held the baby close in my arms. Nothing mattered more than to protect it. 1 
looked down at it one last time as I fell toward the ramp of the Megalodon. Its 
beautiful eyes stared back up at me in wonderful innocence. My legacy, my 
entire life encased within this few month old being. My entire will and entire 
purpose placed within this newborn being. 

I love you. 
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CONSEQUENCES: A TALE OF MISINFORMATION AND 
GENERAL DISREGARD FOR HUMAN LIFE 


The ride back was a vague experience for me. Thoughts and emotions 
swirled around inside my head. The baby was gone, someone had put it 
someplace safer for takeoff and landing. 1 appreciated their effort but a part of 
me was anxious about not having it in my arms. 

And so we took off. Baron had made it back as well, along with Brent 
somehow. No one asked and no one told. The ride back was mostly silent. We 
all knew what was going to happen and all knew there was nothing we could 
do to stop it. 

We hurtled back towards earth; our blue marble. In just a moment in 
time, I knew it had happened. 1 knew the station had been destroyed. 
Thousands of voices cried out in terror as the world around them was ripped 
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apart. All the untold experiences and stories remained to be buried with the 
station. 

The only memories of the event remained within the minds of my 
squadmates and myself, along with our various rescuees. But it made sense. It 
was perfect for ITO. All the loose ends had been tied neatly. The cult had been 
eliminated, a decision about whether the station was worth saving had been 
made, perhaps even many millions of dollars of Starcrown assets had been 
salvaged, and the last remnants of the disease outbreak had been all but 
eradicated. 

All but eradicated except for one singular host aboard the Megalodon. 
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EPILOGUE 


Ms. Walker didn’t have much time on her hands. She was a very busy 
woman indeed. She had an entire spec-ops bunker to manage and oversee. 

Incoming troop movements, outgoing troop movements, day-to-day 
operations, maintenance, payroll, making sure all the operations under her 
wing stayed covert. It was safe to say she didn’t get much time to relax. She 
barely even got thirty minutes on most days. Thirty minutes of which she liked 
to smoke a cigarette from the few packs she kept in the top right drawer of her 
desk and maybe forget everything as well. 

Knowing this, her frustration was understandable when she saw none 
other than Mr. Janson, the assistant head of operations at the vault, step into 
her office. Mr. Janson was a handful, at least in Ms. Walker’s eyes. He was 
brilliant, a true master coordinator. Yet also a shit-stirrer. He liked to create 
messes for her to clean up. And she often found Mr. Janson in her office 
during her free hours, attempting to make conversation with her as she tried to 
relax. 

As usual, she was not entirely delighted to see Mr. Janson enter her 
office carrying some files. 

What now? she thought. 
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“Light?” He asked, beckoning for one of her prized cigarettes. She 
reluctantly handed it to him and lit it as he bent his head down to meet her 
lighter. He took a quick puff, satisfied with her generosity. 

“Look, is there any reason for you to be here-” 

“Yes.” 

Ms. Walker shifted back in her seat to look up at him better. She 
waved her cigarette holding hand, gesturing for Mr. Janson to explain. “Well, 
you see. 1 was looking through some old mission reports.” Ms. Walker raised 
an eyebrow. So he did have something important to speak with her about. 

“And 1 came across a mission report 1 had never seen before. Must’ve 
been a few years ago. So dusty an intern was seconds away from tossing it in 
the trash.” 

He finally reached for the chair across from Ms. Walker’s desk and sat 

down. 

“It was filed by some fireteam leader- Joseph Gardiner, I think. 
Codename “Rooster”. He was there with some team- report said something 
about recovering Starcrown assets from a station orbiting the Moon during 
some crisis.” 

Ms. Walker sighed. She gave him an annoyed glance. 

“Seems pretty routine to me. Is there any reason you wanted to bring 
this up?” 

“I couldn’t help but notice some strange things in the mission report. 
First off, I remember ITO stated they had only sent in one team to recover the 
assets. But in this mission report, Gardiner states that ITO actually sent in two 
and they were told to not interact with the second team. At first I thought, 
‘What was the point of all this?’ But then I did some deeper digging, and I 
found a scrapped mission report given by the other fireteam leader: Maxwell 
Carter. Codename ‘Baron’. This mission report had some crazy shit in it. 
Talked about all kinds of human rights violations- war crimes and all that- all 
committed under ITO watch and orders.” 
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Ms. Walker frowned. “And it was weird. This Carter guy had no idea 
about the other team. Him and his fireteam thought they were on the station 
alone. One other thing 1 saw was that there was a name blanked out in 
Gardiners report. 1 compared the reports and found that it was one of the 
secondary squad members known only as ‘Porcupine’. I looked for an actual 
name but that was the title listed anywhere. Gardiner’s report only mentioned 
interacting with him once in an elevator on the station.” 

“And this all concerns me because?” 

“Hold on, I’m getting there.” Mr. Janson paused, shuffling a piece of 
paper up to the top of his pile of files. “I looked through some of the old 
medical archives and found a man who had been honorably discharged from 
the Marine Corps after various physical and mental evaluations. Apparently 
doctors found him unfit for service because of, as stated: ‘Disposition to 
mental anxiety and erratic behavior that could potentially put mission 
objectives into jeopardy’. The medical report also only listed this man as 
‘Porcupine’. I also found a log stating that he had been treated for some 
altered strain of ‘Bubonic Plague’. Did you hear about this? Both Gardiner and 
Carter stated that the located source of the outbreak on the station was 
contaminated livestock on the station. But this medical record obviously 
contradicts that. This suggests the outbreak had been man-made.” 

Ms. Walker gave him a bow-legged stare, taking a good few seconds 
to take in his barrage of information. She took a long drag from her cigarette 
and blew it upwards toward the ceiling. She gathered her thoughts for a 
second and looked back down at Mr. Janson. 

“What’s the point of all this? Why do I need to hear this?” 

Mr. Janson let out a little chuckle. 

“Human rights violations, contradictory mission reports and medical 
info, the fact that I had never seen this mission report before. All of this is a 
shitshow. And ITO just pushed it to the bottom of the pile? This mission has 
serious moral implications concerning ITO. You don’t care?” 
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“It’s finished. All that bullshit was cleaned up years ago. It’s 
irrelevant.” 

“May I recall that, although I wasn’t in my current position at the time 
of this mission.” Mr. Janson leaned in, narrowing his brows, a sly smile on his 
face. “This ‘bullshit’ was all under your direction. May 1 also recall that this 
mission was never given to be reviewed by any kind of international human 
rights council, and that it was simply pushed to the bottom of the pile to be 
forgotten about. Very serious implications, indeed.” 

Ms. Walker kept her eyes directly on the center of his face, testing his 
resolve. This time it was her turn to laugh. Mr. Janson was a shit-stirrer, 
indeed. 

“Very serious implications? Quit fucking around, William. I have 
things to do; an entire Vault to coordinate.” 

“Excuse me.” 

Ms. Walker added more force behind her voice. 

“And if you— value your position in this organization— I suggest you 
let that intern throw those useless dusty mission reports in the trash and forget 
about this whole ordeal.” 

A smile curled wider across her face. She slowly leaned forward, 
dabbing the cigarette in the ashtray she kept at her desk and extending a hand 
out to Mr. Janson to shake. 

“I hope we’ve come to an understanding, my dear William.” 

She let out a final sly wink. Mr. Janson reached for her hand shakily 
and gently shook it. A dumb founded expression spread across his face, his 
eyes widening. He paused in silence for a second. Ms. Walker leaned even 
farther forward and placed a paternal hand on his left shoulder and gave him a 
good pat. 

“Lighten up, my friend. We still have much work to do.” 

And with that. William quickly stood up, collected his files together in 
his arms, and walked out without a moment's notice. 
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Ms. Walker slowly sat back in her chair once more, staring up at the 
ceiling as she enjoyed the remainder of her free time. 

AD FIN. 
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